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PROLOGUE 
One Hundred and Ninety-Two days have passed since the night Joe went missing. Silas had a check mark for everyday and every day he told himself that he was one step closer to finding Joe, closer to finding "The Man of the Sea," he didn't know which one anymore; if either.  In the one hundred ninety-two days that have come and gone, there has been no sign of Joe.  Silas and a team have dived everywhere near Heaven's Gate and the wreck from that night; there have been no clues.  Not only was there no sign of Joe, but there was also no trace of Lucky, otherwise known as The Man of the Sea.  The biggest puzzle Silas cannot figure out is the knife.  He keeps replaying the night, asking himself; did Joe already have the knife? Did Joe, in fact, leave the knife in the boat before he slipped away into eternal darkness?  Or maybe Lucky left it as a sign that I am still here and I have your brother; that's the way Silas hoped.  Not every day you hope the most prolific serial killer in the Caribbean has your brother, but in this one case, it beat the alternative.  In the many dives of Heaven's Gate, Silas came upon a 1500’s Spanish shipwreck, it with loaded with treasure; paradise had a funny way about it, beautiful and bountiful, yet deadly and sinister. Maybe that's why so many flock to the tropics; maybe in the history books, we are modern day pirates and don't realize it.  In all the searching, Silas became a treasure hunter and a rich one at that; along with his partner, Billie.
Since Billie's rescue at Heaven's Gate, she has a penchant for justice and vengeance.  She has hired a fleet of three boats to scour the Caribbean Island to island to find any trace.  They searched Heaven’s Gate to no avail. The only clue remains the name Captain Aldridge Folk.  Billie has sent her teams to find anything and everything about the captain.  His history is long and colorful, but he has been missing, presumed dead for thirty years; if he was alive, he would be ninety-four years old.  The most interesting thing was he lived at sea on a ship for an unknown amount of time, anywhere from twenty to fifty years, depending on the date of death.  One thing they have noted is if anyone remembers him, they won't speak of it.  He was a very wealthy and influential business executive in Cuba before communism and the regime of Fidel Castro took over; after that, the Captain lived on his ship in exile and nothing more was ever heard from him.  Billie hasn't forgotten about justice, but as time has gone on and with the discovery of the treasure that Silas and she found, she has redirected her boats to running a dive operation around Heaven's Gate and specifically the chain of shipwrecks in the area.  Silas, however, has pressed on.  He has traveled the Caribbean to all ends, stopping at island after island to learn anything he can.  One thing he has heard over and over is it's an old wives' tale, and "The Man of the Sea" is just a story.  He has yet to find anyone who has encountered him, but he has met plenty of people who have lost loved ones to the sea; their last story remains forever untold.  
Things have been quiet in the Caribbean before, only to have terror ensue in spurts.  Silas and Billie were both feeling the dead end, maybe "The Man of the Sea" and Joe died that very night; Joe must have grabbed the knife from the Man of the Sea's boat and left it as a sign to Silas. A last goodbye?  Silas couldn't make sense of that part, and one other thing that has bothered him to no end was in diving into the wreck of the Man of the Sea's boat, the fireproof box that housed the life raft was empty.  Did he deploy it before the boat sank?  Did he really get shot?  Silas had so many questions. No matter what he did, he couldn't quit thinking about it.  He played it over and over in his head.  He was often seen around town talking to himself. He hadn't had a shave since that day, and it appeared not a change of clothes either.  People in town talked. Silas didn't care; people started comparing him to Darian Kane, and Silas understood Darian now better than ever.  No matter what happened, Silas was going to find out the truth, or die trying.




Chapter one







CONCH MARINA


Silas shuffled around the boat deck, loading up supplies at the Conch Marina.  He was so efficient he wasted not even one step. This was a routine he had become good at.  He restocked his food supply, wich consisted of anything in a can and nothing gourmet—he had been living on Vienna Sausage and canned green beans for months. Even though he didn't intend to fish, he packed fresh bait. He always had dive gear and all his clothes; the boat was his home. His every possession in the world fit on his floating chariot. In his short time, he had turned into a seafarer; his hands rugged, face sun beaten and dirty; at least what you could see of it around that gristly beard.  He spent little time on land.  He spent little time with people, except for Billie.  Silas had hired a Cuban dive expert for a while, Moose Machado, but he had been the only other person on Silas's boat for months and they had gone their separate ways. He was thankful for his time with Moose; he went from never scuba diving to being confident enough to dive alone.  Diving alone was against all things considered safe, but Silas began liking the solitude and Moose preferred working for Billie.  During their explorations of different wrecks and dive sites, they discovered what they believed to be the remains of the Spanish Galleon 1502 El Dorado.  The El Dorado is one of the estimated 681 Spanish flagged ships to have sunken in the Caribbean between 1492 and 1898.  They offer dive trips there now. It's ironic some spend their lives looking for treasure. Silas was looking for Joe and stumbled on it; dumb luck, really.  Sometimes the best things happen when you aren't looking for them. Hunting for treasure, drinking too much rum, and living on a boat made Silas feel like a pirate.  He didn't know if you come to the Keys a pirate or if you come to the Keys to become a pirate. Silas looked down the pier and his head sunk when he saw a short, heavyset man waddling his way.  And sometimes the worst things happen…   
"Silas! " shouted Gustavo as he waved his arms like he was flagging a New York cab.
He kept working as he turned his back to him.
"Silas, please, talk to me.  Let me explain," he pleaded with enormous eyes and his hands cupped under his chin.
Silas still wouldn't face him.  
Ever since Heaven's Gate, Gustavo has been trying to make amends.  Every single time Silas comes to port, there is Gustavo.  Although he says he can explain everything, Silas has never heard him out; nobody blamed Silas for not, and I don't think he would care if they did.
"Silas, I know you won't talk to me; haven't you ever made a mistake?  I mean, a big mistake?"
Silas kept his back turned and went downstairs in his boat without responding.
"Silas, I will come here every day until you listen to me.  I am wrong. I can't fix that and no apology will ever work, but let me help you now."  
It fell on deaf ears. Silas stayed downstairs until he was sure Gustavo had left.  He may hear him out one day, but not today.
Silas had finished packing everything.  Anytime he loaded the boat, Joe danced in his head. His brother loved preparing for trips, and so did Silas. Joe always made a list and not a quick one—it was thorough and a living document.  He spared no details and he would get so giddy with anticipation of packing each item.  The big unknown, the endless possibilities the next day possessed.  The big dreams and thought of how the trip would go, is never how it goes.  Some meet, some exceed and some trips are only great in the memories, but the anticipation for a trip-never disappoints.  Silas made no lists, since he lived on the boat. Food, drinks and fuel were about the extent of his stocking.
With everything done, Silas locked up the boat and went to meet his business partner before he would be gone for a few days.
Billie was waiting when he arrived. "Sit my friend," she said with a warm welcome and a hug.
The place was open air with a roof and old wooden rails around the outside, and they lined them with tables.  The salty breeze swirled the air and smooth reggae filled the ears.
After a firm hug, he took a seat across from her.  The bar was empty, probably because it was still morning.  Billie looked at Silas' wrinkled face.  She ran a finger through his beard. "Are you taking care of yourself?" 
Silas nodded without emotion, just to move on.
"I think you need a break, Silas,
"I'm fine," he smirked, 
"Are you?"
"Best as I can tell I am." he forced a smile and gripped his hands together on the table.
Silas had crow's feet extending from his eyes, deep wrinkles forming on the forehead. Billie thought he had aged 20 years. The patchy beard didn't help.  It never grew in right in Silas's opinion, but he didn't care anymore.
"Silas, how long are you going to look for Joe?"
"Forever," he responded without hesitation before biting his lip and adding, "I guess."
"Where are you heading next?"
"Do you really want to know?" he asked as he locked eyes.
"I want to come with," Billie leaned in and intensified the stare.
Silas shook his head, "No. No way."
"Why, Silas?  Why not? Where are you going?"
"It's my deal Billie, I got to get some information," Silas always had a bad habit of pushing any form of help away, either too proud, stubborn or maybe stupid.
"I'm your partner, and I need to know where you're at," she slammed her arms across her chest.
"I don't want you to get hurt," he said with a slow tone and shameful eyes.
"I don't want you to get hurt either, I care about you," Billie reached across the table and cupped his hands in hers.
"I'm sorry," Silas pulled his hands back and shook his head.
"Why won't you tell me?"
"You won't like it,"
"You're not looking for Joe anymore,"
Silas's eyes turned glassy as he looked up, teeth clinched. "How can you say that?  I've devoted my life to finding him," Silas asserted.
"To finding who, Joe?  Or, The Man of the Sea?" said Billie as she stood up and pushed her chair in.
"I am trying to help you, Silas. Let me know.  You don't have to do this alone." Said Billie as she burned Silas with a fire in her eyes.
Silas sat with his head down, he shook side to side and then up at Billie and said, "I can't risk anyone else getting hurt Billie, but your damn right, I am going to find that son of a bitch" he said with an anger Billie had never heard from him before.
"Do me one favor; as a friend.  Just let me know where you're heading, so I can send help if you need it."
Silas took a step towards her and nodded. "Havana, Cuba."
Billie looked at him surprised, "Okay," she said in a defeated tone, "thanks for letting me know".
They stared at each other, both mute, before Billie turned around and walked out.  Silas dropped his face into his hands, sniffled, and then got up to head back to the docks.
When Silas got back to the boat, there was a note hanging on the door to the cabin, simply addressed Silas.  He grabbed it and put it in his pocket. Before he left to meet Billie, he made sure everything was ready to go. This time, he was traveling further than the normal dwellings.  This trip would be alone. His new friend Moose was staying in the Keys.  He promptly untied the boat and fired up the motors. They hummed like an erect cat.  Before you knew it, Silas was backing out of the old boat slip, between the lines of swinging coconut trees and long skinny palms.  He rode the smooth blue water out through the no wake zone and put the throttle down, leaving a rooster tail ripple.  
The new boat was deluxe; not that there was anything wrong with "Someday Came, ", but the new boat had every bell and whistle available. Silas programmed his destination into the GPS and it charts your path.  The only thing she lacked was a first mate. Silas rode alone most of the time, and he named this boat "Find Joe". He was beyond stubborn; it had been this long, but he never gave up hope. 




Chapter two







PRISON AT SEA


He rested his chin on his arm and gazed at the water; he no longer possessed a concept of time as it pertained to a calendar year; somewhere he lost count, so badly so you could have told him it was day two hundred or day four hundred and he would believe you.  It's hard to think you could ever lose track of days when you're stuck in solitude, nothing to do but watch waves; but once you're defeated, days don't matter.  The only question remains: how many days do you wait?  Ten? A hundred? A lifetime? He didn't know if he would make it a lifetime; it already felt like it had been one.  Every day was the same, an endless supply of MREs and water, enough for years of misery in his big metal cage.  Whoever was keeping him here had given him just enough to stay alive.  But it wasn't living, more of a sick and twisted game, absolute solitude confinement.  He got more depressed by the day and the worst was he didn't even know anymore of who, or where, he was even trying to get back to.  The room was empty except for a stack of MRE's that went clear to the metal ceiling and filled a corner. In the opposite corner was a stack nearly as large as five-gallon jugs of fresh water.  It was enough for a few years of misery.  The food was substance; the water was hot and tasted like plastic from years in the metal sweatbox.  But it was eat and drink or die in the cell over the sea.  Waves come and go, always dark blue, once they were beautiful — not anymore.  His whole life he dreamed of a life at sea, careful what you wish for—he hadn't seen anything but the ocean for what ached like an eternity.  What he wouldn't do to stick his toes in the dirt, or grass, or even on the concrete that he once despised.  Sometimes the waves hit so big that they would splash in through the bars and the broken glass of his window.  That had become life's prime point. He spent most of his days leaned up against the damp steel wall with his head on the windowsill hoping for a splash. 
He had cleaned away any glass from the sill that the waves hadn't taken care of, and that window had broken long before this was his cell.  Those days when the swells spouted water through his window became the only thing he looked forward to, that and Roger.  The chance to feel the cool sea water splash through and onto his skin.  He had jugs of fresh water and he was thankful, but he always loved the feel of salt on his skin.  The only times he found he left the window anymore were to sleep and when there were big storms.   When mother ocean was furious; the waves turn sinister, thunder echoes and rattles the metal frame in ways unheard before.  Sometimes wave after wave of salt spray mist the room and other times the waves are so big streams rush through. It's only a matter of time till a big enough wave comes, he thought, or if he finally decides to ….
He's never been out of the big metal room. It seemed to be an old storage room.  He sat and watched out the window, as always.  There was a small mouse that scurried around the bars. He liked to talk to the mouse, and he gave him the name Roger and one day he hoped to hold him.  He enjoyed watching him, always busy, going nowhere, but doing it fast.  He envied his contention, his not wanting more; some days he found himself down right jealous of a mouse.  Being human is a blessing and also a curse. Does Roger miss other mice? Or people?  Then he watched as his friend crawled back out of the room through a tiny hole under the metal door, the only sliver of space he could fit through.  He had tried everything to open the door, unfortunately he had little to work with.  He'd bruised bloodied both shoulders without gain.  He tried picking the lock with broken glass, but just got cuts.  He spent days shouting at the top of his lungs and never even a response.  The only noises he ever heard were the waves, Roger the mouse, and the hull of the old ship's creak.  Maybe he was too accepting of his fate, but then every so often he would see a light way out across the dark ocean at night, and that small light–that was the only hope left.  Of course, they always just disappeared, never even coming close; but he figured it was only a matter of time. Someone, someday, would have to find him, right?  He laid down on his pile of MRE wrappers, stacked, rumpled, and crumpled; it was his bed.  He squished them together by hand every night and by morning they were everywhere with nothing to keep them in a heap.  It was like laying in a noisy pile of leaves.  Broken glass from the window, MRE's and water were the only other things in the room.  He laid there on his pile of MRE's which padded the steel floor about as well as a pillowcase with no pillow.  Joe ran his finger over the fresh scar in his shoulder and of all the things he had wondered about … if he'd see Silas again … or another human — was Silas still alive - his biggest question was why someone wanted him to remain alive in the cell, and for how long? 




Chapter three







HAVANA DAY DREAMING


The waters were breathtaking; gentle, colorful and so inviting - post card blue with swinging palms and bright colors of the tropics covering the coast. It made you want a Mojito and beach chair from the first sight.  Cuba was America's number one destination in the Caribbean before the Castro's reign, with Key West being closer to Havana than Miami. It makes sense.  Everything changed after Communism and as an American, you cannot go there; Silas knew it. He didn't care.  But he also wasn't eager to bring anyone with. In case things went wrong, he couldn't bear the thought of anyone else getting hurt.  After the long ride, Silas pulled his giant boat into an open slip at the Marina Hemmingway, right in the downtown of Havana.  Silas was fond of Cuban culture, the food, the art, but he didn't take the time to smell the roses.  He paid the merchantman for a dock space and headed right into town. 
He walked for a few blocks, past the colorful homes that squeezed the streets. The pastel colors of blue and yellow and red blended together.  He pulled out his small pocket map to check it a few times.  He spent hours researching, and he knew right where he was heading.  The brick buildings touched each other for the length of the block, with no alleyways.  They were tall and stylish and bright and fun.  Most had wrought-iron balconies on the second story, with clothes hanging off to dry in the baking sun.  The sidewalks were narrow, barely room for two people to pass shoulder to shoulder.  Cars scuttled up and down the roads, buses hummed past, and life moved on. That's what Silas was so desperately seeking, a way to move on.  Wafts of cumin and spices tickled his nose as he passed a little restaurant with the door open; they were knowingly enticing every passerby.  There were smiling faces nodding as they ate on the small concrete stoop one door over.  It smelled fantastic, and it looked even better; he was hungry, but it would have to wait.  He followed his map through the city blocks until he had walked for nearly a mile.  He came to the dot, and he pulled out a picture he had found and this was definitely it.  There were two big red doors with gold trim that were perfectly shaped to the archway. Inscribed in the rugged concrete above was the name "El Salón Toro."
Inside was like entering a new time of day.  The street was bright, colorful, full of sound, smell, and life—but it was dirty.  The bar was clean and nearly empty, but the instant relief from the blazing heat felt oh so good. They kept the bar dark and with no windows, this let people forget about time, life and the problems that come with it.
The ceiling was tall and lined with huge fans that hung from the thick rafters, and they blew the air around to perfection.  He walked past the few patrons at a table near the front.  The three men playing cards paid no attention as he nodded at the brim of his hat. He went to the end of the bar and took a seat.  To keep an eye out, he picked the corner. He never fully trusted anyone or anywhere anymore.  The man he was looking for he had never met, but he was out of other ideas-maybe, just maybe, he could finally get some sort of lead or a clue as to, who is the man of the sea?  Silas waited and watched. He scanned the room.  The majestic bar, the big mirrors and gold cash registers over the dark wood—it looked good. The barroom was vintage, a jukebox in the corner. It softly played Cuban music he didn't fully understand.  It was hard to pick up on a song when it was sung in Spanish. He appreciated the mellow music. It wasn't so loud that it impaired his thoughts.  Spending a life on the water earned him a tan like a coconut. He also had a big, scraggly brown beard and a straw hat on. He almost fit in, or at least didn't raise suspicions, but he knew that would change when he talked.  The bar keeper took his order after he waited and watched. Silas bought a drink and tipped well; but he didn't drink it.  This was business and he didn't feel like having a clouded judgement. Maybe he would sip one later, but not now. He surveyed the room until he was certain that the man that matched the picture in his wallet was not in the room.  Silas had no other info; just a picture and a place he hangs out.  He knew this was the worst lead he had followed, but that's also why it was his last straw - he was out of options.  He had no other straw to grasp anymore, and he had finally convinced himself that if this didn't work, he would stop the search.  The picture he had was from a newspaper clipping from fifteen years prior.  It was of a Cuban man who had an encounter in the Caribbean. Silas was hunting him—he needed to know every detail.  He knew the picture was fifteen years old, but the man in the picture had one very distinguished mark; a scar across his neck from ear to ear, compliments of "The Man of the Sea".  He waited for an hour and a few faces came and went. He made no small talk and no progress—he knew he would have to ask questions soon. The small bar room was smoky ever since a small man came in and lit up a big cigar.  He puffed it until his face looked like it was in the clouds.  The smoke was being pushed around by fans for everyone else to inhale.  Finally sick of waiting, Silas put his hand up to signal the barkeeper.  
"Excuse me, Sir," said Silas.
The barkeep was a short, well kempt man, with slicked back hair and a pleasant smile. He walked down to the bar and replied,
"May I help you?"
"Yeah, have you seen this man before?" asked Silas, holding out the picture.
"Juan -Big Story- Esperanza" what about him? Said the barkeep with a puzzled look.
"Where can I find him?"
"With the fishes," responded the barkeep, sure to not break eye contact.
"What happened?" Silas leaned in towards the bar.
"Wait … Just wait."  The barkeep looked at Silas with a wrinkled brow. "Why do you want to know about Juan?" The bar tender put his knuckles from both hands on the bar top.
"I wanted to talk to him about his story.  What happened on the sea?" 
"Well, he surely would have entertained, if he was here.  He was a heck of a story teller … wow, he had a gift for it."
"What happened to him?" 
"Rum, cigars, the fast life.  He was cremated and had his ashes spread at sea, about four or five years ago."
"Do you remember the story?"
"He was full of stories, but they were just that—nothing but stories." the bartender pulled his hands up from the bar and took a step back in a not-so-subtle attempt to end the conversation. 
"Can you tell me about the Man of the Sea?"
The barkeep cracked a big grin and a chuckle. "If you want to order something, let me know," he walked away with a laugh.
Silas looked around.  Some laughing with friends, some burying their face in a glass, but he was feeling none would want to help him.  
He swirled his glass. "Fuck it," he slugged it down and slapped the empty glass back on the bar.
More patrons trickled into the bar as the day ran to evening. Not that you could tell the time of day in the dark bar, but people must have been coming into the bar after work. Thankfully, Cigar man had finally put it out and he could breathe again.  The drink tasted good, so he waved his finger in the air when he caught the barkeep looking his way.  The man promptly shuffled down to Silas. 
"Another Cuba Libre," Silas held out a hundred-dollar bill, "this is for you if you tell me what you know about the Man of the Sea."
The man smiled bigger than before and leaned into the bar. "Why are you chasing ghosts?"  
"I'm going to kill that son of a bitch," Silas responded without a flinch, and he meant it.
"The bartender leaned back and grabbed a glass from below and scooped some ice,"You can't kill what doesn't exist… it's just a wives' tale."  The barkeeper's smile was gone. He was serious… he finished making the drink and Silas ordered a second right away before giving him the hundred.  It was best for him to make friends where he could. He swallowed in the mix of the sweet rum, bitter lime and bubbly cola.  He scanned the bar. Maybe someone sitting alone would make eye contact, but would they even speak English?  Luckily, the barkeeper did.  He was so focused he never even attempted the native language. He just assumed the man spoke English, but he assumed right.  A small group occupied the barkeeper at the other end of the bar, with two pretty ladies in short dresses and a couple of guy friends.  Silas felt them all looking at him.  The bartender was probably mocking him for chasing a ghost. He swallowed down the second drink and was halfway through the third when he stood up and it hit him; he felt the liquor in a hurry.  No food and three tall rum drinks had his head spinning and knees shaky.  He looked around the bar and he knew he was out of place.  The snickers around the room made him feel the eyes on him. He felt like everyone in the swanky bar was laughing at him.  It was necessary for him to get out of there. He swallowed the rest of his drink and put it down on the bar.  He staggered past the barkeeper with his friends. They laughed and watched on. One of the young men said,"good luck, gringo."
Until this point, Silas had talked himself down. Maybe no one was watching him, or laughing at him.  He might have made it all up, or just felt that way since he didn't belong there.  In his younger years, Silas was always the calm one. He always let things go and walked away if he could.  But he was different now, less to lose, even less hope.  He stopped right in front of the group and they turned from the bar to face him.
"You think I'm silly…"  he shook his head and pointed his finger right in the young man's face.  "I've seen the devil, he's out there, and you better pray to your god that you never meet him."
The laughing faces turned long and silent.  They didn't want to fight with the drunk gringo.  Silas turned around and marched out of the bar to silence.  The fresh air on the sidewalk hit him with a much-needed taste of soberness.  The sun was down, but the streetlights buzzing, the cars humming by and the smell of exhaust wafting through.  He was buzzed, but it was a pleasant change of scenery and the mile walk would help straighten him up a bit.  There was a street cart with seasoned chicken Cajitas, rice and potatoes he bought one and found a stoop to sit and people watch while he ate his first and last meal of the day.  It may have just been pure hunger and booze, but it felt like the best meal he ever ate.  By the time he was done, he felt much better.  His legs got sturdier, but his eyelids got heavier. He was ready to get to the boat and go to sleep. The rest of the walk back was uneventful. The people of Cuba minded their own, and Silas did a good job of lying low and blending in. Back on the boat, he went downstairs and took off his boots, then laid down in his bed with his eyes open.  He felt stupid for fishing for a guy from a photo fifteen years ago.  He had no family anymore, and he had become superb at pushing away anyone who tried to care.  He decided he would leave out in the morning; no more chasing dead ends.  While looking for Joe, he found treasure. Maybe looking for treasure, he will find Joe.
Silas laid in the bed in the boat's cabin.  He felt clear-headed for once. What was he doing in Cuba? He knew no-one?  There was no direction for him. He was chasing a ghost?  For what? he wondered.  The Caribbean was huge.  For the first time in a long time, he had no further direction; he had no pending destination.  At a point of stall, he had pushed so hard for so many days; he had never been without a plan, but now he was empty.  He sat alone on his boat in a Cuban Harbor and thought to himself; never in a million years would he have predicted this future.  Without any options left, he would head back to the only place he still felt he belonged, back to Key West at daybreak.  He just closed his eyes when he heard a rap on the door…
"Tap, tap, tap," it sounded like a ring on a finger gently pattering against the glass.
Silas climbed out of bed and stomped up the narrow stairs from the bottom of the ship.  He was a little uneasy. Why would someone be on his boat?  He didn't think it could be of anything good, so he grabbed his Glock and tucked it in his waistband behind his back.  He could see a silhouette on the hazed glass window on the door.  Silas reached out for the handle with his left hand and reached around his back with his right.  
"Can I help you?" he asked as he cracked the door open a hair.  
A man, tall with dark eyes, a neat black porkpie hat and wearing a smile on was waiting.  "Are you looking for someone?"
"You're on my boat," replied Silas with a crisp tone.
"I apologize, but I heard you were looking for someone, or am I mistaken?"
Silas looked at the man, carefully caressing the 9mm behind his waist belt.  After a second of thought, he replied, "hold on" and he shut the door.  Silas ran back down the stairs and retrieved the picture from fifteen years ago. He kept a focus on the door to make sure the silhouette in the window did not move or multiply.  He ran back up the stairs and popped the door open again.
"This man, do you know him?" asked Silas.
"Well, that depends on how bad you want to know?" 
"He's dead, right?"
"Maybe," replied the tall man as his lips curled up at the ends.
"Fifty dollars, right now. Is he dead?" questioned Silas, hand still on the Glock in his waistband.
The tall man just smiled and laughed.  
"Dead or not?" asked Silas.
The tall man didn't respond. He moved his hand around his waist to his back pocket.
Silas didn't hesitate. Before the man could get his hand around, he had pulled the Glock from his waistband and had it aimed at the chest.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," said the tall man, putting his hands up.
Silas opened the door all the way, "what are you reaching for?"
"If you allow me, I will show you?" queried the man.
Silas nodded, but refused to lower the weapon.
The tall man reached his hand back again and pulled out a business card and handed it to Silas.
Silas took it and glanced at it.
"Angel Torres is my name. If you decide you want to know things, call that number."
"Copy," replied Silas, gun still drawn.
Angel looked at him for a moment and dropped his arms. "I guess we are done here."
Silas nodded again, "I'll think about it".
Angel looked at Silas and offered a warning, "because I was on your boat, you got away with one."  Angel raised his finger and touched the barrel of Silas's gun. "If you ever point a gun at me again, you better have the balls to pull the trigger."
Silas didn't flinch, just nodded and closed the door.
Angel tipped his hat and disappeared off the boat into the darkness of the night.





Chapter four







ALONE


Joe woke up, sweat beaded down his face and pooled in his eyes; he tried to wipe away the salty sting with his forearm. His whole body, from head to toe, was damp from the tin sauna he called home and hell.  Even though it was night, the air was still hot like soup.  He couldn't be sure, but it felt like they were right on the equator.  It was black outside, couldn't even see a star; Joe spooked, as if he had heard something, but it was quiet. He looked around, but couldn't see more than an outline of the window.  Most nights his eyes would adjust, either from starlight or moonlight, and he could see the room, but not tonight; there was no light at all. The waves pounded up and down and the ship swayed back and forth.  It was the same sound every night, and the heat was always bad, but tonight was special.  He rolled around on his crumpled wrappers and they echoed in the empty room over the sounds of the ocean.  Sometimes Joe thought about how many people pay to hear the ocean all night. He even used to have a compact disc titled Waves; the ocean's melody; now he thought he could live without ever hearing another.  He tossed to his side on the crumpled packages. His pile had fanned out on the damp metal floor, as it did every night.  He grabbed a handful and put a hefty pile under his head and he rolled to a stop on his side, looking at the black hole of a window.  The waves and makeshift pillow lulled him back to sleep, but then he heard a noise.  His eyes opened wide. It was a new sound.  He sprang to a sit and listened.  Then he heard a screeching whine, like the sound of an old door?  Like an old metal hinge whining as the rust crumpled?  Joe hadn't heard another sound besides Roger and the waves. Was someone here?  All he could do was listen. Wherever he was, he had no power, not one source of viable light—with how cloudy it was outside, Joe couldn't see the door.  Then he heard a banging and voices?  Two different voices? Deep voices?  He couldn't hear what they were saying, but they were close? Then footsteps, heavy steps wrapped on the metal floor.  Joe froze up, blinded by the dark. No weapon. He had kept the biggest glass shard and wrapped it in an MRE wrapper as a hand guard, but he left that by the window.  The men started pounding on the door, and hard.  It was vibrating through the wall. Joe knew it was more than a fist hitting the door.  He scurried on his hands and knees; the wrappers ruffled.  Oh, he couldn't chance being heard.  He scurried a little further with each boom, and each boom on the door he moved off the wrappers a little further, until the third boom, then he was on his belly and crawling towards the only speck of off black in the room—the window.  He knew the glass shard was there.  They must not have a key?  Who are they? Should he shout or hide?  Joe was off his game. So much solitude, he had turned animalistic.  Survival won over and he crawled around, feeling the ground, until he found his glass.  He grasped it tight, every muscle in his body was tense.  "Boom", then "boom" again—the old door creaked under pressure.  He couldn't wait. He was ready to spring at the first thing through the door.  "Boom, Boom, Boom."  And it stopped.  He heard what sounded like a curse word followed by loud foot-steps.  They we're leaving, "No" said Joe.  "No" He crawled towards where the banging was.  "No. " He reached the door, and he pounded with both fists as loud as possible.  "N-NNOOOO! " He screamed at the top of his lungs as he beat on the door. But it was silent.  He banged and shouted for at least a minute, but no answer.  Joe was alone again - an animal in his cage.  He couldn't go to sleep; he slept constantly, never well, never long, but sleep was always plentiful in his situation.  He couldn't sleep, though. He watched, he listened, he hoped, he prayed; someone anyone come back.  No matter who was there, he would rather have the fight for his life than waste it. He was ready to face his demons, his fears; he couldn't get over the fact that he cowered last night. There they were—did they know he was here?  He didn't think they knew, but if they did, they would come back, right?  He sat there until day break, until the empty gray tomb he lived in lit up.  It was depressing.  The waves were the only constant. He got used to that, but he was so ready to hear anything but the damned waves again. The room never felt so empty or alone.  Nothing on the walls, no personality, no sign of anything. Dawn came, and the clouds thinned.  Finally the tin canned gleamed beams of orange and Joe could see.  Sunrise was always a welcome. The nights were long and lonely, but the daytime made it bearable. Once the room was bright enough to see, he inspected the door.  The metal frame had a huge inward ripple square in the middle of the door, as if they hit it with a sledge hammer or even a battering ram. The metal was so twisted it had bent a gap between the door and the frame near the lock.  With the new gap, Joe could see the lock barely penetrating the frame. Joe ran his hand up and down the door and felt at least ten bubbles protruding in.  The old metal door didn't have a handle on the inside, and it was stout. It appeared to be a water proof door, but for the first time—he could fit his glass piece in between the door and the frame; maybe, just maybe, he could push the lock back.  Joe grabbed his glass and went to work.  He worked relentlessly; trying over and over.  He had blood running down his forearm, but he didn't flinch—he finally had purpose and an aim … how good that felt.  He worked at it until he heard a pop; the lock retracted … the door opened. 





Chapter five







FISHING VILLAGE


Silas rolled from side to side all night despite the boat being at the dock. He had too much on his mind to sleep and he half expected to be woken up again.  Finally, he quit fighting it and got out of bed before daylight.  He made his coffee and went upstairs and out onto the back deck.  It was dead calm out. Morning was always the calmest time of day, but today even a blade of grass would drop straight down.  He had been flipping Angel's card with his fingers for fifteen minutes while drinking his coffee.  He watched as the stars faded and the orange glow cast over the trees.  Silas had a new forty-foot Albin boat, but it was becoming apparent that it stood out next to all the other fishing boats in the harbor.  "Fuck it," he slapped the card down, grabbed his satellite phone and called the mysterious man from last night. 
A groggy "hello," answered the other end.
"Angel Torres?" Silas asked.
"Yes,"
"I'm the guy from last night., you came on my boat."
"So you changed your mind."
"Maybe it's up for discussion. How much?"
"Two thousand American dollars and I will tell you everything I—"
"I don't even have that. How about $500?" Silas interrupted before Angel could finish his sentence.
"Don't waste my time. If you find it, call me."
Silas heard the click.  He slammed down the phone. What does this guy know?   
He went from the back deck to the front of the boat where the bed was. Behind a light in the low hanging bamboo wood ceiling was a custom-built secret cubby. He pushed up on the light and it popped down.
Inside he kept money, passport, the whale bone knife and his gun—just the essentials.
He pulled two thousand American dollars out and re-secured the light.
Silas started carrying large amounts of cash because a lot of ports in the Caribbean cash is king when you need gas, and he needed it a lot.  Silas went out onto the back of the large boat and dialed the phone.
"Hello,"
"I got it. When and where?" said Silas.
"La Boca. Go West down the coast from Havana, won't take but a few hours for you to get here.  Pink house all the way at the West End of the fishing village."
"Okay" said Silas.
"Bring the cash and no heat,".  Click. 
Silas set down the phone and went up to the wheelhouse to chart the route.  He fired up the big twin engines and untied from the dock.  Cuba was beautiful, most of it untouched with American eyes, but he wasn't here to sightsee. Silas took it in for a second and then committed.  He roared out of the marina and headed dead west towards La Boca.

[image: image-placeholder]
Silas throttled down the mighty motors as he neared La Boca and the turquoise water rippled in two perfect trails behind the boat.  The bay was beautiful, worthy of a thousand postcards.   Little house boats lined the bay, maybe twenty of them.  Each one was unique and custom-built with plywood mounted on pontoons; people eat, sleep and live fishing here.  Silas stopped the motors in the deep water tucked just inside the security of the harbor, depth decreased fast and he would take no chances.  He dropped anchors and picked up his binoculars.  He stood on the top deck at the helm of his forty-foot boat like a navy captain.  There wasn't another boat in the bay over twenty-feet. It made his stomach turn a bit. He never dreamed he would have such an excessive boat.  He carefully scanned the shoreline with the binoculars; people crowded the porches of the small houseboats, and all eyes were on Silas.  He knew they were wondering why he was there.  The houses on shore had a few people strolling on the sand and under the shade of the palms.  But not the pink house. He saw no one there, and they pulled the drapes closed over the windows.  He wiped his brow and raised the binoculars for one more scan—he saw nothing fishy, but what the hell did he know? He didn't even know what he was looking for.  Did he think men would walk around with large guns?  He put the binoculars down and climbed down the ladder to the lower deck. Angel told him not to bring his gun. He long debated whether that meant he should or should not bring a gun.  On one hand, they asked him not to bring the gun, so it's easier to overcome him, but if he brings it, the chances of gunfire go way up and the last thing he really wanted to do is shoot anyone other than Lucky.  He decided not to bring it and he put it back in his hidden light above the bed.  On the aft Port side of the boat, Silas had a two-seat ski-doo; rather than a dingy that he could hoist into the water. He would take it to shore and leave his boat "Where's Joe" in the deeper water.  

Silas raced the jet-ski into the shore, bouncing off the waves under the hot tropic rays. Most days, this is a blast, but today he was on high alert and constantly scanning his surroundings.  As he approached the house boats, he slowed down to not cause them any wake.  He waved an arm as a friendly hello and most the people waved back with a smile from their orange, red, and yellow floating homes.  He passed the last of the houseboats and pulled up next to a mangled old wooden dock near the pink house where he was to meet with Angel. The dock sat at the end of the postcard fishing village; about 50 feet from the pink house lined with long, skinny palm trees.  A man tapped his foot on the porch as he waited by the front door; as Silas walked up the old weathered wood planks, he could see that man was Angel.
"I trust you have followed my recommendations?" asked Angel with his hands in his pocket and still wearing his black hat as Silas strolled up.
"I got your money, no gun," Silas replied with sweat and salt dripping off his forehead in the Cuban heat.
"Come in," said Angel as he pushed the door open and extend his arm for Silas to walk in.
Silas stared at Angel for a long minute, but he had come this far and it was too late to turn back time. He had to go in.
"What are you waiting for?  After you." Angel slamming his hand on the door to push it further open.
Silas gave a nod and stepped through, leaving the bright beautiful beach and into the dark doorway of the unknown.
The room was empty.  Plain, deteriorated cream-colored stucco walls with nothing on them.  No dishes, no pictures, no stories, other than little crater like voids where the stucco has chipped away. The only light hung down over a dingy cardboard table with four chairs in the center, like they set it for an intimate poker game.  Two of the four chairs were occupied.  Silas heard the door shut behind him and he felt a chill up his back all the way to the top of his head.  The room was dark, there were two windows in the small room, but they had frosted glass and drapes, making them opaque to any view and limited for any light.  Silas turned to the side and held out his hand. "After you," he said to Angel, not to be polite—he didn't want anyone behind him and then he could keep his back to the door.  Angel wrapped around the table and took the seat directly across from the Silas.  One of the burly men with no shirt at the table kicked out the last chair for Silas to have a seat.  So he sat.
"Let me see the money and then we can talk," demanded Angel.
Silas set the two thousand US dollars on the table, then he set the newspaper clipping of Juan on top of it.
"Very good. I am a man of my word, and Juan Esperanza is dead," said Angel.
"How did he die?"
"They found him face down in a gutter, which is where he belonged."
"Was he Murdered?"
"He murdered himself, the fat pig," asserted Angel.  "He died of a heart attack."
"What do you know about his story?  The one from the paper?"  Silas as he put his finger on the article he brought.
"Juan did many people wrong. When he got caught, he cried about the man of the sea, but he knew who really did it."
"You mean it wasn't The Man of the Sea?" Silas's face was turning red and his voice deepened as he glared across the table. He was getting sick of always hearing another answer to what happened.
"No such thing, silly boy; it's just a wives' tale we told you American's many decades ago to keep you from our waters."  Angel leaned back in his chair laughing and the goonies setting next to him both laughed.
"Bullshit, I've seen him." Silas leaned into the table and kept a straight face. To him, it wasn't funny at all.
"Who? The boogey Man!" Laughed Angel and both the other men laughed louder and longer than his joke was funny.
"Lucky, the man of the sea, whatever people call that piece of shit.  I've looked into his black eyes and I will find him again." Barked Silas, slamming a fist on the table.
"If you are here to chase ghost's, I cannot help you.  If you want to know who was after Juan, I can."
"So who slit Juan's throat?"  Silas kept his eyes focused on Angel. It was clear he would do all the talking as the other two sat mum, seemed they were there just for the intimidation and the looks.
"A gang of angry fisherman, Juan, leased them boats and then he never fulfilled the promise of rent to own; he was a roach, and they left him for dead—but as roaches due, he survived.  At least until he smoked, ate and drank himself to death."
"Who are the fisherman?  I need to talk to them." Silas crossed his arms and slammed both elbows down onto the cardboard table.
"He's been dead many years. You don't want to do that; those are not the men you are looking for." 
"I'm not paying you two thousand dollars to tell me he is dead," said Silas as he slapped his hand on top of the money.
Both the men on either side of him straightened up in their chairs, like guard dogs, when there was a knock at the door.
Angel leaned in and said, "You will pay me two thousand dollars." he took a long pause and gave a tip of the hat, "I assure you, it is much easier willingly."  
Silas kept his hand on the money and looked left and right. He had no chance.  He grabbed the article and pushed the money across the table to Angel, "at least tell me your version of the man of the sea, then we're even." 
Angel grabbed the money and sniffed as he thumbed through it. "Fair enough." He shoved the wad in his pocket.
"The Man of the Sea, Lucky as you called him, is an old, old tale.  We used to tell our kid's not to go out of the cove, or the man of the sea will get you.  Then American fishing boats would come down here and fish our waters; so we spread the tale all the way to Florida.  Our country doesn't want to fight about water. We fish ours and you fish yours."  Angel stood up and so did the men next to him.  "You can see yourself out."
Silas just looked at Angel and smirked, "you got it, boss."
He knew he just wasted two thousand dollars, but it was a chance he had to take.  What if he didn't pay and hear him out?  He knew he could never live with that, and for the what if alone, the two thousand dollars was worth spending.  
Angel and his men left the house and shut the door behind them. Silas grabbed the photo clipping with both thumbs and held it below the low brass light.  "Looks like you were another dead end, Big Story."
He slid the article in his pocket, stood up, and pushed his chair in.  He flung the door open and had to block his eyes from the blinding sunlight.  It seemed to magnify off the brilliantly bright white sands.  The majestic aqua water gently ripping up the beach, the trees perfectly growing everywhere and right up to the water.  It was a small beach surrounded with shade, not like Daytona, Clearwater, or Huntington. This beach had lots of trees.  As soon as his eyes adjusted, he looked at the end of the pier and saw one of the men that was with Angel on his jet ski. 
"Get off my ski!" he shouted as he ran towards the dock.  
The man was scavenging under the seat to look for the key, but Silas had it and the kill switch in his pocket.  Silas sprinted down the beach and out onto the rickety dock.  The man who had no shirt or shoes, just cutoff jean shorts, jumped from the dock and splashed into the clear water, just before Silas got there. Silas got to the jet ski and eye fucked the man in the water as he slowly swam away on his back so he could watch Silas.  He smiled and spat water out of his mouth like a dolphin.  Silas knew this was just a game for him. He lost the two grand, but at least he had the smarts to take the key for his jet ski.  Silas watched the man until he got to the shore, then saw him walk up onto the beach and disappear into the palm trees—Angel and the other man were long out of sight.  After putting the key in, he hopped on the jet ski and fired it up. He pegged the throttle and headed past the fishing villages and towards the edge of the bay.  He should have been more respectful, but he was mad. He went full throttle out of the turquoise haven, causing a small wake.  The house boats bounced up and down as he sped through the middle of the floating village.  Some people watched, but most of them just went about their business.  Finally, he cleared the last house boat and headed towards the edge of the bay and towards the open sea.  As he glanced out, his finger fell off the throttle. The motor calmed to a purr, and the turquoise water settled around him. He slapped his forehead. "Where the hell is my boat?"





Chapter six







LOST AND FOUND


Joe was crouched, with his knees in his chest. In his hand, he clutched the glass shard that was wrapped in an MRE wrapper as a makeshift handle.  He doubled up the wrapper around the base of the six-inch jagged glass shard; it was thick enough so his hand wouldn't get cut. He slowly pressed against the heavy metal door open and despite his gentle attempt, it took a lot of force and made a lot of noise.  The old rusty hinges whined like an out of tune piano. He clutched his glass shard in his left hand and pushed it to a full stop with his right until it was all the way open.  He had a pit in his stomach when it opened to a black, windowless hallway.  He didn't know what he expected, but he didn't think it would be another dungeon. He had spent the night and day dreaming about the other side of that door.  In his dreams, the possibilities were endless: a beach, a bed, another human being… in reality, it was another dark cavern. The only thing helping him see down it was the light of day beaming in from the window behind him.  He could see the outline of a door on both sides of the hallway and one straightforward at the end. None of the three doors possessed a window.  It was definitely a ship. Rusty rivets speckled the metal sides, no pictures hung, no fancy décor meant it wasn't a commercial ship. Joe stood still and let his eyes adjust to the dark hallway. He relaxed a bit as he went from an on guard crouch to a standing position with his hands drooped at his sides.  What to do now? He didn't expect an empty hallway and darkness.  Truthfully, he didn't know what to expect at all, but it caught him off guard.  He softly stepped down the hallway and decided he would try one door at a time. 
The heavy metal door on the left had a nameplate written in Spanish, and the old metal frame stood strong and proud. This ship has withstood the test of time, a testament to the craftsmanship.  And the nameplate was the first thing of character he saw on the ship.  The first thing of another color other than storage room gray, it was a sign of life, but it looked old.  Joe gently wrapped his fingers around the handle and turned it.  He pushed with all his might and this door creaked like two barges rubbing together. He had to push with both arms just to budge it.  His eyes bulged when he heaved it open. This room was bursting with light, two beautiful port hole windows, trimmed with faded off white drapes; they lit up the room like he hadn't seen in a long time.  How simple the cream drapes were, but it made Joe feel something other than the cell he had been stuck in, finally another color other than gun metal gray. A bed sat perfectly positioned between the windows and it was made up from head to toe, perched on a metal frame.  Joe couldn't believe there was a vacant bed right here, when he's been sleeping on wrappers on a damp, hard floor.  The room also had a wooden dresser and a small matching wooden armour.  Everything in the room was immaculate: the comforter, the drapes; other than the thick dust covering every inch, it was in perfect condition, untouched; to the tee of the bed being made.  It looked like it was a stateroom for a guest at one time.  It lacked any personal items, photos, jewelry, or anything to say whose room it may have been. It was a personal room or any sort of long-term living quarters. He stared for a second in a daze. He took a deep breath and gathered his composure. Where the hell am I?   The room made him feel as if he had gone thirty years in the past or he was the last soul on a scorched earth.  Everything was outdated and uninhabited.  He spun around and headed to the door across the hall.  This door also had a nameplate on it in Spanish, and it read "Capitan Folk".  He slowly reached out and grabbed the handle to jiggle, but the door was locked.  He looked back at the large storage room that had been his prison and saw a nameplate, "Almacenamiento En Seco," but it was beyond his basic Spanish of "como te llamas?".  Spending no time trying to get into the locked room, he kept going to the unmarked door at the end of the hall…  He noticed no one tried to break into any of the other doors. Was it because they knew he was there?  Or maybe because of the nameplate.  He didn't know who or why someone wanted to get in his door so badly the other night.  Joe opened the last door to end a hallway, and this one opened much easier, and it wasn't nearly as rusty or as loud.  He wondered if that meant someone had been using it.  He chewed his lip under his beard. It was another hallway; he felt like he was in a tin maze, or a bad dream.  He stepped through into the L shaped hallway. To the left, there were more doors and a staircase at the end that went down.  Joe looked towards the stairwell, but it gave a shiver up his arms. With no light anywhere on the ship, it looked like a deep black hole.  He knew he wouldn't go down anywhere without a light, so he focused straight ahead at another door.  This door at the end of the hallway had a small porthole in it and a glorious light was beaming through.  The light hit his skin, and it felt like a beam of energy, warmth, hope and every other good feeling. It even made him smile. Almost like a mosquito on a porch light, Joe stepped through the threshold and towards the porthole. The sunlight was like a magnet and it drew him in.  He stepped carefully as if tiptoeing through the jungle, even on a metal ship where there're no leaves to crush or boards to creak. He remained cautious.  Joe popped his head up to the porthole to look out. He saw no one or nothing through the dirty salt battered glass.  He tried his best to get a good view, but the glass was cloudy and bright. He squinted hard and saw that there was an outside walkway, maybe thirty yards long, and it led to another door…  Joe looked out for another minute. No sign of anybody.  He went for it; he creaked open the door and stepped out on the cat walk. The steel floor was speckled with rust, and the railing had a few chips left from when it was white and salt had eaten holes through at spots.  Joe looked up at the sun, put his arms up and let the sun gently warmed his skin. He took a big breath of salt air through his nose.  This was the closest he's felt too free in a very long time. He paused for a while, just soaking in the direct light.  In his little dungeon he could peer out the window, but the sun on his skin felt intoxicating, so much so he smiled for the first time he could remember.  After taking in the sun, curiosity still had his mind and he walk down the rusty metal grated catwalk. When he got to the other door, he peeped in through the glass.  Still no sign of anyone. He opened the door and went in.  He stepped in and was taken to another time. This was the control room and the entire front wall was a window from ceiling to floor. About a third of them remained intact.  The others had been broken out through the years.  The carpet bears the staining of rain and sea water through the years.  As Joe looked around the control room, it hit him like an icy wind and his fears appeared to be true. Nothing had been touched in over a decade; not one push button had a void in the thick dust, the throttle had fifty years of cobwebs; this ship was abandoned.  The captain's chair had grand red leather, worn and bulging at the seams. It barred the letter A.F. in a fine script on the head rest. The world zoomed in on him. He was, in fact, alone, and the only thing he could see out the wall of windows was the endless ocean. He wasted little time on the bridge and he jarred open the door on the other side of the control room and went up the faded white stairwell.  The stairs ended on top of the bridge, the highest point on the front of the ship.  Joe took the last step out onto the roof.  The blistering sun basked in his skin from directly overhead. Now there was no wall of metal next to him or any other obstruction to his view.  He put his hand over his eyes like a visor to block the sun and looked around.  He did a complete spin until his hand dropped and his jaw went wide.  He could see nothing but infinite rolling waves and an endless horizon.  There was no sight of another boat, land, or even a bird.  He was alone on an abandoned ship in the middle of the ocean. He dropped his hands to his side. "Where the fuck am I?"






Chapter seven







FRIEND?


Silas had sped out with the jet ski to where his boat was, and there was no trace.  He scanned every direction and saw it was nowhere in sight.  They had made a fast getaway.  He looked back at the fishing village, the boats, the houses — they were all looking at him, laughing at the dumb gringo, or so he thought.  He fired the jet ski back up and turned back to the bay.  He passed the first houseboat as soon as he approached. They went inside. He kept going.  The same happened on every boat. It was apparent they had no desire to talk to him.  He pulled back up to the dock by the pink house.  He walked up the shore and went back in, no one there.  Silas flipped the table against the wall and threw the chairs while letting out a hulk's roar.  He stormed back outside; the people were back out on their boats, this time facing shore watching his every move.   
"What?  What are you looking at?" he yelled from the step of the house, waving his arms back and forth.  They looked away, probably only half hearing and a quarter understanding what he was saying.  
Silas sat on the dusty stoop, looking at the beautiful disaster.  The fisherman all back to work on their boats or whatever they were doing.  Time marched on. With or without Silas, his problems were not of their concern.  He scratched his dry scalp; it was a beautiful morning in a beautiful hell.  Everything he had, satellite phone, money, gun, it was all on his now defunct boat.  He couldn't help but kick himself for not bringing anything of value with him. He fell for the trap.  As he pondered, he only got madder, feeling the only small piece of redemption to be had would be to smash and torch the small pink house. Fuck those guys.  He walked off the porch and grabbed a coconut that was laying in the dirt.  He chucked it through the small window in the front; they could hear the glass shattering throughout the bay.  He stomped back off the porch and found another coconut and walked to the side of the house.  
"Please don't break another window," said an unfamiliar voice.
Silas whipped around to see an older man standing at the back edge of the house. 
"Who are you?" he asked in a scolding tone.
"My name is Javier. I own this house," replied the man.
"Where's my fucking boat?" asked Silas with nostrils flared as he stepped heavily towards Javier.
"I don't know, but I want no trouble," replied Javier.
Silas stopped about four inches from Javier's face, steam coming out of his nose like a bull ready to charge.  
"I had nothing to do with your boat. I am an honest fisherman — we all are here."
"Where's Angel?" fired Silas with blood in his eyes.
"Angel is not from here, that's why he came here — just so you can never find him," answered Javier, who put his hands on his hips and looked down but never backing up.
"I should have known better … I knew better," Silas slapped his sunbathed forehead.
"He's a snake in the water; you see him coming but you still get bit," said Javier.
Silas perked his head up. " I've heard that before."
"Old Cuban saying, but it's true."
"Do you have a phone?" Silas had calmed down. He knew it wasn't right to take his anger out on an old man. 
Javier bit his lip in thought but no longer than a second and he nodded his head, "follow me to the house over here, I will let you use it."
Although Silas was tricked before, he didn't hesitate to follow Javier.  Maybe he was wrong, but he felt the man was sincere and he needed any hand he could get.
Javier's house was beautiful inside. It helped his wife's cooking was occupying every inch of air space with heavenly scents.  Silas couldn't think about the last time he had a home cooked meal.  They neatly kept the yellow house, perfect white shutters, designed for a place with big ocean squalls.  Hand crafted wicker furniture filled the living room and a large bamboo table sat between the living room and Esmerelda, Javier's chef, wife in the kitchen.  
"Esmerelda, will you make a third plate," Javier asked of his wife from the wicker couch.
She nodded and smiled with big white teeth and long wavering black hair.
"You don't have to feed me," said Silas.
"I don't have to let you use my phone either, but you need help," said Javier as he passed the phone.
Silas reached his cracked, sea-battered hand out and grabbed the phone; Javier had the same hands — he was a working man.
"Thank you.  I will go on the porch to talk, if that's okay."
Javier stood up and motioned to the door. Silas obliged and stepped onto the porch.
He sat down on the white porch swing; two, colorful, plump mangos dangled from the branches in front of him.  He dialed the only number he knew, Billie's — she answered.  They talked for a few minutes and she agreed to pick him up.  He hung up the phone and stared out into the blue bay, still for a moment.  Out of all things broken in his life, he was blessed to have a friend.
"All good amigo?" asked Javier as he stood in the doorway looking at Silas.
"Yeah, she will come in the morning.  Can I sleep in the pink house?  I'll pay you for the window."
"You can stay here," said Javier as he ducked back inside. Silas followed.
The table was set, the meal colorful, beautiful and tasteful — Silas couldn't remember eating that well.
They ate in silence, with a lot of long looks, before Esmerelda asked Silas, "Why are you in Cuba?"
"Looking for my brother," Silas replied, still chewing.
"I take it you didn't find him?" 
Silas just shook his head no and whipped his mouth with a napkin.
"You need to be careful of the company you keep," she asserted. "
"I knew better …" he tried to say more, but couldn't. He just fumbled his fork on his plate.
"Your boat will probably be stripped and go to auction," inserted Javier.
"Where's the auction?"
"Who knows, black market?  But leave me the description, name, anything that lets you know it's yours. If it sells in Cuba, I will call you," Javier laid his fork down; he had big warm eyes and a gentle talk.
"You've been more than kind to me. Why? ". 
"I am a fisherman, and I am blessed.  I try to help at least one person a day; usually they're Cuban. Today it's you."
Silas leaned back in his chair. He felt as if he had met an angel. Then he thought about Angel. "Where is Angel from?"
"Havana, but I caution you, let go of anything you can; he is a killer."
"The only reason I care about that boat is to find my brother."
"That's why I helped you, I saw your soul when I first laid eyes on you, but file insurance, report it missing…" Javier waved his hand in the air and ended with a finger pointing at Silas, "nothing good can come of going after Angel," and he finished with a snap in his tone.
Silas sat stiff as a board. He heard his warning, but he didn't know what he would do yet. "Thank you," said Silas as he reached a hand out to Javier.
Javier shook it with a firm fisherman's grip.

 





Chapter eight







KING OF THE SEA


Joe had retreated to his storage room.  With no source of light, he didn't venture much further, and he wanted to get into his new room.  He gathered up about 100 MRE's and moved them into the dusty room next door, the one with the bed, with little to be excited about. The new room gave him something.  He did his best to clean what appeared to be fifty years' worth of dust and neglect.  The sheets felt gritty and outdated, bed springs worn and creaky — he had never slept better in his life.  His world had changed since getting out of the storage.  It got bigger in the day-to-day sense; he had new purpose and adventure; but it also got smaller, hope lost.  He had thought he was on a ship, but he did not know it was a ghost ship floating until its inevitable demise, and he did not know where in the world it was.  Before he got out, he had talked himself into believing that the other side of the boat must have been on the dock.  He had rocked up and down for so many days; he didn't really notice anymore.  But reality set in that he didn't even know what ocean he was in and he was on a ship that had been long forgotten about. 
	Joe sat up on his bed, sweaty, lonely; it had been so long since he showered, he couldn't smell his own pungent odor anymore — but he knew it was there.  The only life he had seen since he got on the boat was Roger, and he intended to befriend Roger today.  He laid out crumbs from an MRE from the big storage room down to his new room; leaving the door open just a pinch.  His plan wasn't genius, but he had hoped effective. After Roger came in, he would shut the door and try to catch him.  Joe waited in the bed all night with no Roger; if he came, he ate nothing. 
Morning was here. The heat in the floating tin can Joe now called home was stale, moist, and almost unbearable.  During the day, he liked to go to the top of the ship and feel the secluded breeze.  He went up today and again, nothing but deep blue waves, over and over, and over and over again.    After a brief cool down, he descended the metal flanks of stairs. He twisted down two legs and was one floor below the bridge. He decided he would try venturing further while it was early in the day.  As he got one floor below the bridge, the walls were covered with red streaks; they leaked down from the rivet lines like the old ship was bleeding.  No lights and Joe didn't have one. He always had to leave every door open to let any light possible in. The first door he came to be looked to be an old chow hall, rows of table still neatly lined up; chairs were displaced everywhere from years of waves, but not the old wood tables. They were fastened to the floor.  This old ship had seen more storms than most sailors do in a lifetime, and she showed her age.  Everything was rusty, dirty, and outdated.  The tables, once a fine wood, had been warped from the humidity—each table had a built-in ash tray at each end; a few still had snubbed out cigars in them.  On the side of the chow hall was the counter, with the kitchen behind.  The light streaked in from the door, but not directly, and everything was faint.  He sat in the doorway for a few minutes to let his eyes adjust.  There was enough light that Joe went over to the kitchen and slid over the metal serving counter.  After getting feet on the solid floor, he rummaged through the kitchen and it shocked him to see it was stocked with cooking supplies.  Pots and pans were plentiful, hanging from hooks overhead.  Every kitchen utensil you could imagine needing affixed to the mount on the wall.  The kitchen was completely undisturbed, as if the chefs cleaned one night after dinner and then never returned.  He walked into the almost black pantry at the end of the kitchen, and that was the first sign of life.  The shelves were near empty, except eight giant cans on the bottom of a rusted metal rack; he leaned down and wiped the dust off to see they were to whole tomatoes in water.  Joe couldn't find an expiration date. If it had one, it was two dark to read.  Pasta and rice covered the floor like a bad snatch and grab in a bank vault—no containers left, just the mess remained. Bow ties crunched under his feet with every step.  The shelves had voids of dust. Joe looked closer and saw what looked like a hand print next to the cans of tomatoes, hard to tell with little light.  Joe went through the rest of the kitchen, finding a set of steak knives — he took two.  Then he went to the back of the kitchen, where there was a walk-in freezer. It was almost pitch black back here.  He waved his hand in front of his face and he could barely see his digits.  He felt around until he felt the cool metal handle.  He levied the big handle up and opened the door.  He could see nothing, absolute darkness, but his nostrils immediately filled with the most pungent smell he ever encountered, worse than rotten meat.  Joe slammed the door closed and gasped into a dry heave on the floor. He felt as if he just opened the tomb to hell. Despite the door being shut, the smell had filled the room like a blanket of stench. Joe gasped on his knees, hoping the smell rises like heat and trying to get a breath of uncontaminated air next to the floor.  After a few more heaves, he recouped and wiped the drool from his face with his forearm.  The smell was still bad, and he had to get out of there.  He followed the path back out of the kitchen and up onto the counter, but before he put his feet to the chow hall floor; he heard a creak — and the entire room went dark.





Chapter nine







BILLIE TO THE RESCUE


Silas slept great.  He woke up to a rooster crowing from the roof, the light of day just barely trickling into the room where he slept at Javier's house.  He walked into the kitchen and there was a plate on the table. Esmerelda was at the sink and said, "that's for you." 
Silas nodded and muttered a thanks before he sat down and began shoving bacon in his mouth. She brought him a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice and set it on the table.
 "Where is Javier?" he asked, peering up at her.
"He's fishing, always fishing," she replied as she rinsed dishes in the sink. Her long dark hair was perfectly kept, makeup was already on.
"I thought I was an early riser," replied Silas.
"Javier is always the first one out. He helps everyone find where the fish are," she replied.
"He shares his spots?" Silas said between bites. 
"He always has. This village works together.  We all feast or we all famine, but we do it together.  And they say Javier has the gift for finding the fish."
Silas put his fork down and gulped the rest of his orange juice.
"It helps to be lucky, I guess," he said as he wiped his lips.
"It's not luck. He is up first every day and usually one of the last to come home.  You get out what you put in."
She grabbed his plate and glass and quickly turned her back and headed to the sink.
"My ride will be here soon. Thank you for everything; and please tell Javier thank you."
Esmerelda nodded and smiled with her perfect white teeth, "thank Javier, I would have left you on the beach."
"Well, thank you for the food," repeated Silas as he stood up and walked over to the sink and leaned in. "I will show you my thanks one day."
Esmerelda just nodded and grabbed the dish. Silas knew it was time to leave, and he walked out the front door.  The sun was radiant already, flashing through the mango and coconut trees. The bay was full of boats; the fish must be in.  He walked down the pier to his jet ski and watched the gentle turquoise waves roll in.  Nobody watched him today. Javier had calmed their nerves.  He hadn't a clue when Billie would find him, but he would rather wait by the water than with Esmerelda, and he knew she felt the same way. 
An hour, maybe two, had passed; the calmness of the water had made Silas almost forget about his own boat.  A group of kids ran up and down the sandy beach kicking a soccer ball; it felt good to slow down and watch the world for a minute. As he sat there, it reminded him of how much he missed.  He hadn't gone kayaking or watched a sporting event in over a year, or done anything else that he used to.  He had been so focused on one thing that he had given up on everything else.  The things that made him who he was, he had forgotten and with it took his smile, his fun, his life.  The ball came dribbling towards him and one kid came over to get it and stopped. "Mister, is that yours?" he asked, pointing to the jet ski.
"Yeah," replied Silas.  "Do you want it?"
The skinny kid laughed. He was dressed in cutoff shorts with no shirt or shoes.  "You kidding?"
"No, it's all yours; you just have to drive me to that boat when it gets closer," said Silas pointing out to the big white boat on the horizon.
 The kid looked out past the bay and saw a large boat heading towards the cove.  Silas was sure it was Billie. He turned to ask the kid if he was ready, but the kid was gone; he had run to Esmerelda's house and was talking to her on the porch.  Silas watched for a minute and realized Esmerelda made sure he wasn't coming back, so he hopped on the jet ski and drove out to the big boat.
Silas rode the waves at full speed out to the boat. It was Billie, and she had stopped to drift when he arrived.  "Good to see you, stranger," she yelled from the stern of the Carver Craft and a smile as wide as the sea.  
"Thanks for bailing me out again," replied Silas, showing a bit of a smile back.  He rode the ski up next to the back of the boat and boarded with a hand from Billie.  
"Whatcha going to do with that?" she waved a finger at the jet ski.  
"You got a piece of paper and a pen?"
She went in the cabin and returned with a notebook and pen and handed it to Silas.
He jotted a note saying: "Property of Javier and Esmerelda," he put the note in the storage cubby and pushed the ski with the key in it towards the bay.  "Someone will come get it."  
Moose was on the wheel and Silas gave a big wave up to the bridge, where he was captaining the ship.
"Home Moose," shouted Billie, and she slid open the door for her and Silas to go inside.

Inside, the Carver craft was as exceptional as expected, a beautiful clean combination of wood and white.  It was as nice as Billie's old catamaran, but this boat was better set up for scuba diving. It was adequately named — "Justice," for that is what she sought for her dead husband.  
"Where's your boat?" asked Billie as they sat down at the cherrywood table in the cabin.  
"Somewhere in Cuba, I figure, but I don't know if I'll see it again," answered Silas as he kicked back in his chair.  
"Go to Cuba and lose your boat. How you going to explain that to the insurance company?" she pried.
"I'm not.  I'm going to let this one go Billie," he smirked and put his hands above his head.
"Who are you?  That's a quarter of a million-dollar boat!" her eyes got wide.
"I'm done.  Done chasing, done digging, done searching; I got nowhere left to look." 
She straightened in her chair and ran her hands back through her hair. "You got to be kidding me?"
"No joke Billie, where else do I look?  I do better when I'm not looking, so I'm going to try my best and enjoy life while I still can."
Silas sat back in his chair and smiled at Billie. He meant what he said, and even though he lost his boat, something had changed for the better and he felt just a little bit of the weight he had been carrying leave his shoulders.
"Bravo … I hope you can," Billie leaned in and pierced his eyes, "but I'm still going to get that fucker."





Chapter ten







NIGHT LIGHTS


Joe had dropped off the counter and onto all fours.  The ridged metal floor scuffed his knees every inch of the way, but he was blind and he thought it for the better to crawl.  There is darkness and then there is pitch black. He couldn't see his hand in front of his face. This was pitch black.  He guided his way on the floor with one hand as slowly inched knee after knee.  He kept one of the steak knives firmly grasped in his right hand as he tried his best to remember which way was out.  He had bumped into a few tables and he was pretty sure he was going the right was back to the entry of the dining room, but he wasn't certain.   He kept inching forward, and he wondered how the door shut?  He heard nothing in the room; he had to be alone in here, but was someone out there?  Friend or foe? Did the door close on its own?  Joe had been rocking back and forth with the ship for so long that he barely noticed it anymore.  Unless an enormous storm came, he became so used to it he didn't even think the ship was rocking.  His mind had tricked him into thinking he was in port for the whole time. He was locked up in the cell and the ship felt a lot more like the wild west now that he knew he wasn't.  He was stuck alone at a place with no rules, no help, no anything other than MRE's and water. Joe had to be one hundred percent self-sufficient, and that was a freeing and also scary feeling at the same time.  But this time, he was going to have to find out who or what was just at the door. If it wasn't for the dents in the storage room door, he would about be able to convince himself he made it all up, but those dents were real, and his freedom was real, but he can't help but having a pit in his stomach with wonder to if they are still on the boat. 
He kept inching in the dark until he bumped into something with no give again; he tried not to make a sound.  He kept crawling, bumping tables and chairs until he found the wall.  At the wall, he found the footing, and he got off his knees and stood up.  He stepped slowly with his right hand grazing the wall.  Each foot was placed with meticulous care, feeling before ever setting his weight on it. If someone was outside that door, he didn't want them to know he was there just yet.  He made his way to the corner of the wall and followed it left with his hand until he got to the heavy metal door frame.  He slipped to the far side and put his left hand on the handle, shifting the knife back to his right hand.  He gently turned the handle clockwise, slow enough to not wake a baby until it stopped. He took a deep breath, and he dragged it open just a hair.  Immediately, he squinted from the daylight.  He looked down a second and let his eyes adjust and peeked out the sliver. Nothing. He kept his hand braced on the knob and he opened it further until it started to squeal. He stopped, heart racing out of his chest.  He gripped the knife and stepped back to the side of the door, just out of the light.  He watched intently, just waiting to pounce at first sight.  But again, nothing. He was still as concrete for a good five minutes, waiting for someone to make the first move. After five minutes, he winged open the door and jumped back to the side.  Now he was playing peek-a-boo out the door frame. Surely someone was there?  He kept looking, this time for nearly ten minutes, before he finally decided he would go for it.  He inched closer, slowly strafing his feet side to side until he whipped his head around the corner and looked left, then right … still nothing.  He looked at the door; it hadn't moved on its own in the ten minutes he waited.  He thought about the steady gust of wind on the sea, but the door opens in?  He sighed a bit of relief, but his heart still thumped heavily as he didn't think the door would move on its own.  He tip toed his way back up the stairs to the bridge and everything was as he left it.  He carefully analyzed, looking for any voids in the thin dust, footprints on the floor, anything at all that was a sign of life … but nothing.  He had had enough excitement for one morning and headed back to his part of the boat, Roger, and his new room.  

Joe sat in his bed and finger fed himself an MRE. Crumbs on the sheets wouldn't faze him after all his time on the metal floor.  The crumbs he had left on the floor for Roger were undisturbed. He hadn't come by yet. He had high hopes that Roger would make the simple move to the new room, but mice only seek change out of necessity.  Joe thought he might should take all the rest of the food out of the storage and Roger will have to come over.  After he finished eating, he threw the MRE package on the floor and put his feet up on the bed; he left, the door cracked.  He also managed to get the port hole window open, so he got a little breeze and ocean air coming in.  It was just afternoon and the heat of the day slowed him down to a turtle's pace.  He laid his head on the pillow and had a million thoughts in his head; his mind still raced daily; solitude didn't change that — may have even made it worse.  After a while he closed his eyes and between the full stomach, warm bed and tropical breeze, he dozed off to sleep — still griping the steak knife.
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He heard a "crunch" and he thought it was a dream.  Then he heard it again and his eyes opened.  He glanced at the door, still only open a crack.  Then he heard a "crunch" again.  This time, he looked down to see the head of a little white mouse sticking out of the MRE package.  He jumped up, Roger scurried!  But Joe was quick, and he slammed the door closed with a bang.  Roger ran under the bed like a white flash.  Joe dropped on all fours and chased after him like a hound on a rabbit. He jabbed his arm out but missed Roger by a hair.  He scurried under the dresser and Joe laid there with his head under the bed, watching, waiting for Roger to make a move.  Joe was patient, he had nothing but time.  He watched like a hawk for Roger to emerge from under the dresser, he couldn't see Roger but he knew he was watching him.  Joe got out from under the bed and sat gently on top, trying to minimize the sound from the old springs.  They creaked a bit but Joe hunkered down watching intently on the dresser. At least now Roger couldn't see him.  The sun went from bright to an orange glow, and Joe still sat motionless.  It was dipping below the water and he would be down to moonlight; but he was pretty confident Roger couldn't get out of the room.  Joe sat there until he was just about out of light and he got antsy — he was going to move the dresser.  He lacked any formative trap or even a box, but he had dresser drawers.  He pulled out the top one and was surprised it was full, plump full.  There were undergarments, socks, a corset and some hair clips — this was a woman's room.  He dumped the contents on the bed and propped the empty drawer on next to the far side of the dresser.  He positioned himself on the other side of the wooden dresser between it and the bed.  He set the knife down on the bed and this was his first time setting it down since he found it.  He put both hands on top of the dresser and put his feet like a penguin to block the underside of the bed.  He counted in his head and on three he heaved the dresser with all his might.  It slid a foot away from the wall. The drawer tipped over and Roger scampered into the drawer.  His trap worked, and he finally caught Roger.  Now the room was almost dark. Some clouds must have rolled in because there wasn't much moonlight.  Joe dropped down carefully lifted the lid and slid with a fast hand he grabbed Roger.  Roger didn't bite or scamper, he just sat still in his hand.  Joe put some crumbs out in his palm and set Roger next to them.  The little mouse showed no fear as he ate the crumbs.  When he finished Joe set him on the ground and he ran under the bed again, Joe tried to watch but it was like a black hole.  Joe got up and walked over to the port hole and peered out.  He saw a flash of light, a storm was coming; not a star to be seen, but he saw the lightning making lines in the sky.  The boat started swaying port to starboard and back. Usually he didn't notice it — but in a storm it was different.  Before he lost all visibility, he flipped the wooden dresser on it's top.  He slid it over and butted it right up against the door.  There wasn't much of a gap under the door, but this would help Roger from slipping out if he could get through it; Joe figured he would keep him in the room tonight.  Joe laid down in the bed, careful to grasp his knife again — he felt better if he slept with it.  He laid awake in the dark room. Every few minutes it would light up when the lightning struck followed by the roar of heavy thunder.  The thunder echoed through the tiny room and Joe felt it vibrate through his body like loud bass from a speaker.  He could hear the rain pattering against the ship.  The mighty ship heaved back and forth with each wave. When he was first on the boat, this scared him; but he was sure this ship was cursed and it would take the devil himself to bring it down.  The thunder got louder and between the booms, Joe could hear an occasional "squeak" from under the bed; he knew Roger was riding out the storm with him.  He rolled over and his nose caught a whiff of the garments he had put on the bed — the smell of Chanel perfume tickled his nose — it was the best scent of his life.  Joe laid with the garments under his head to smell it all night. It mixed with the wet salt air and for the first time in a long time he felt content.  He had a bed, a friend and a smell of home. It was a good day.  "Good night, Roger," he said before closing his eyes. He didn't hear a squeak back, but that was okay, their friendship had just begun. Another crash of the thunder and Joe was asleep until he woke suddenly to a sound.  "It's over here," he heard from the hall, Joe's eyes went wide, he tightened the grasp on the knife ¬ — the footsteps where right outside of his door…





Chapter eleven







CONCH REPUBLIC


Silas was home in Key West; and for the first few days, he tried living his life again.  He took his kayak out and around the mangroves; he went to the bar and watched a baseball game, but no matter how hard he tried, his mind could not let go.  After three days of trying, he turned to alcohol, hoping it would numb the rest of the pain.  He was drowning his sorrows and buying rounds for the tourists on Duval Street since around ten in the morning.  But by afternoon, depression was setting in and he felt like a real failure in Cuba.  He was out of ideas; he had no boat, no leads and no more clues; Billie vowed to keep looking, but Silas had a new plan.  Through his highs and lows, he realized he seemed to do better when he wasn't looking, so he quit - he planned to drink instead.  He wanted to quit chasing the things he cared so deeply about, and booze seemed to help at times.  The bar was packed most nights, and Silas occupied a stool right in the middle of the muddle.  It was loud, sweaty and overpriced, but worth every minute of it.  People came and went, some sat next to him, most bumped his shoulder as they ordered drinks.  Silas stared into the rocks in his glass, he swirled them and took another swallow.   
He ordered drink after drink and with each one he got better at tuning out the noisy room.  Although he tried his best to forget, he found the booze driving his mind deeper into thought about his brother, but with no clarity.  Men ran around in their Hawaiian shirts with freshly removed tags, women looking their best in loose summer dresses to not be too tight on the new sunburn.  Key West was a playground for most tourists, but for Silas and many others it was home, a home that survived off of those same tourists.  Silas had enough and got off his stool, his legs wobbled like he was on the sea, his vision narrowed and he had to put a hand on the bar to brace himself; he hadn't stood up in a while and it made a difference.  He crept back from the stool and made his way through the maze of Costa hats and sunflowers in the crowd until he crashed his shoulder into the men's room door.  The bright lights had a sobering hit as they reflected off the white subway tile walls.  Two men stood at the urinal and talked among themselves, and Silas bobbed into the third one. "So this is where all the dicks hang out," he said, looking over with a slur to his speech.  A tall, scraggily, bleached hair fellow looked over at Silas with a smirk. "That's an old one. You need some new content, mate."  
"Fuck you," said Silas.
"Easy pal," said the blonde.
"What's better than being lost at sea?" Silas stuttered out.
The blonde guy just shrugged his shoulders as he zipped up.
"Being dead; at least you know what happened," Silas swayed back and forth as if he was still on a boat.
The blonde just walked by and went to the sink.
"Watch out!  The fucking Man of the Sea will get you!" Yelled Silas.
"Yeah, okay buddy," replied the blonde as he dried his hands and did his best to not engage in conversation.
"He will!" shouted Silas as he bounced off the wall while he zipped his shorts and finally landed over at the sink.
"That's just a story you locals spew," replied the guy as he opened the door and whisked out of the bathroom.
"Bullshit," replied Silas, he rambled a bit more until he realized he was talking to himself.
He whipped open the door with a slam.  His foggy eyes scanned the room looking for the bleach blonde kid—bingo, right at the end of the bar.  Silas swerved his way down to him, exchanging shoulder bumps for dirty looks.  He threw his right hand up on the guy's shoulder and pulled his ear close.  "HE'S FUCKING REAL!" he shouted an inch from him.  The smell of gin saturating every breath.  "Hands off, chief," said the Blonde as he whipped around to face Silas.
"HE'S FUCKING REAL!" Silas shouted again, this time with spit launching off his tongue and landing on the kid's face.
The blonde whipped his face with his forearm, "back off, last warning," he asserted with a finger pointing Silas' way.
"HE'S FUCKING REAL YOU IGNORANT COCKSUCKER!"
The bar went quiet, and all eyes turned. Silas stepped towards the blonde kid and put both hands on his chest and shoved him back.  Silas swerved back in his stance and wobbled from left to right as he sized him up. The blonde kid, without a second thought, threw a big right hand.  Silas's reflexes were soaked in gin. He didn't move other than his head to fly back and hit the floor.  The kid caught him square in the nose and Silas was out.  The crowd circled around, no one running to his aid, all just watched as blood trickled out of his nose and down his cheeks.  The bar keep ran around the bar and yelled for the blonde kid to get out; but before he could finish his sentence, all he saw was asshole and elbows.  The kid and his friends were already trucking out the door.  The bar keep shook Silas on the shoulder and when that didn't work, he gave him just a little slap on the cheek—Silas woke up.  
"What happened?" he murmured.
"You got knocked out," replied the barkeeper.
"I need a drink," said Silas as he grimaced while feeling his nose.
"You need to go home," replied the barkeep reaching out a hand to help him up.
Silas took his hand and got to his feet. He slipped out his wallet and passed the barkeeper a small wad, "that'll cover it," and he staggered for the door.  
A group of guys flung the door open as Silas got to it. He staggered past and slid out the front door. As they passed shoulders in the entryway, he heard one of the guys say, "Can't believe that boat blew up."
"What boat?" Silas whipped around and asked.
One of the guys turned around, "by Dry Tortugas today, a boat blew up, or caught fire. We saw the flames a mile away on our charter."
"What started the fire?" Quizzed Silas as the news opened up a trigger in his brain and a false, temporary soberness.
"We don't know, just saw the flames, the coast guard and another boat from the fort were already there. We radioed, and they didn't need help, so we headed back to shore."
Silas shook his head up and down, his focus sharpened, legs straightened and before another word, he shot out the door.
Silas ran down the street towards the Conch Marina; he had trekked a block and a half before he stopped and soaked up a big breath.  He put his hands on his hips and stared at the moon.  He spun a few circles like a dog after his tail. He was lost.  He had just realized he had no boat at the Conch Marina.  His safe harbor, the one place that was entirely his, was gone.  It hadn't mattered until now, until he so desperately needed the boat.  He leaned up against the boutique store's door; it was long closed. The world started spinning again, and he felt his anger growing. He pounded his fist against the closed door until his hand wept red and he growled under his breath — the street was still busy, but passerby's paid him no attention.  He slumped down on the doorstep; his hand hurt, but it was forgettable.  He sat with his hands squeezing on each side of his faded hat. Should he go wake Billie?  Not even seventy-two hours since he called off the search, he was back in.  Did he chase another dead end?  He did nothing; he sat in silence.  The gentle key wind blew his scruffy beard, a greasy hat hid what remained of his hair and it bushed up around the sides.  His clothes were dirty and torn — they hadn't been changed since before Cuba and now he had a bloody nose and hand.  A man defeated, no family left, no boat to escape to, and only a few would even call him a friend anymore.  Silas didn't wallow, he didn't pity himself.  He knew he had to fight, but he was running on empty. After so many dead ends, he started to doubt himself — was it already too late?  The first thing he thought of every day and the last thing every night.  The last year of his life had only one goal — who was he without it?  The world had passed by, but he didn't watch. He was so consumed he realized it was the only thing that made him feel anymore.  His eyes fell heavy against the old plum wooden door.  People continued to scurry past without question. A few looked, maybe even pointed.  Silas laid on his side on the cool concrete, the moon bright, Duvall Street still hopping.  He closed his eyes for a few long blinks until he saw brown boots and a man.  The man outstretched his hand. "Here, this is for you."




Chapter twelve







VISITOR


Joe dropped out of bed and firmly slammed his feet up against the dresser with his back to the bed.  He could hear the steps getting heavier as they neared, and there were at least two sets of feet marching down the steel corridor. He could hear the talk, but he couldn't make it out.  He braced himself like a strong board; he locked his knees in and waited for them to try the door.  He didn't have to wait long. Lightning crashed and lit up the room like an old picture — he could see the knob turning.  He felt the force on his legs. His heart was jumping out of his chest; thunder crackled, and he felt three or four jolts, but he held his ground and the door didn't budge.  They tried persistently four or five more times and when the thunder was done Joe thought he heard them say, "It's stuck," he couldn't be sure on what they said, but he heard the footsteps moving into his storage room.  He didn't dare move. He kept locked in and waited for what felt like an eternity. They rummaged around — he was sure they would take his food.  Adrenaline kept flowing through his veins; who the hell is it?  He didn't think it was the Man of the Sea, but he couldn't be certain. But the fear struck him. As bad as he wanted to shout out, I'm here! …  What if it is him? Joe bit his nails down to red and his legs trembled. Even with the trembling, Joe was so amped up, he felt like he could pick up a truck.  He couldn't bring himself to yell, so he stayed quiet and still. Then, after what felt like an hour; he heard the footsteps trot past the other way, talking again in a mumble he couldn't make out.  When Joe heard the footsteps get faint, he finally relaxed his legs and breathed a sigh.  
The room was dark, almost black; heavy clouds did their best to smother out the flashes of lightning and the rain banged on the old metal with a fury.  Waves rolled the boat from side to side in a nauseating manner; Joe was so damn used to it, but tonight was bigger.  He wanted to open the door and follow them, but he knew how badly the old door whined; they would be right back and he would lose his advantage.  Whatever or whoever it was, didn't seem to know he was there.  After so long on the boat, he figured he had been abandoned; make it or not — he knew the Man of the Sea didn't care.  One thing that forever puzzled Joe is why he didn't just let him die, why he pulled him out of the boat that night and took him; not to kill him, but to help him and then leave him for an almost certain prolonged death.  Joe had waited five minutes since he last heard a step and he still hadn't gotten up.  For the first four minutes, he was certain he would follow them tonight, try to track down whoever was on the ship. He dreamed a little about the prospect of it being the coast guard — but from what country?  Now he sat debating he didn't have a light, and the moon was hidden behind the menacing clouds.  The ship was being tossed in ten-foot swells and with the rain he wouldn't see anything.  But what if it was the Coast Guard? He ran his fingers all the way up from his scrubby beard through his greasy hair, "AHHH," he yelled out loud.
He jumped to his feet and heaved the dresser away from the door.  He put his hand on the handle and, with minimal hesitation; he turned it.  The old door creaked and whined the whole way open. He peered his head out — pitch black.  He seethed a bit in frustration. There was no light from outside peering into the porthole of the door, but he knew it was to the left.  He waited a few minutes — perfectly still in the night.  He knew the opening of the door could be heard from a ways away and if someone was coming, he would be waiting — steak knife in hand.  Joe ventured out into the hallway. He trudged forward, keeping his left hand on the wall and the knife in his right.  One foot in front of the other with soft, slow care at each step until he felt his toes hit the door at the end of the hall.  He scanned around with his left hand. Occasionally, a glimmer of light flashed from outside, but it provided little lighter than a lightning bug in the woods.  He found the handle and turned it. He gently pushed and again the door grimaced, but not as bad as the first door.  The wind immediately howled through the narrow opening. Rain pelted Joe instantly as the wind swirled it in the corner.  He took a few steps out. Although the clouds were dark, Joe could at least see a hand in his face out here.  He pressed on towards the bridge,  Joe held firmly on the railing as the big swells and relentless wind tossed him back and forth on the narrow catwalk.  After only minutes, his clothes were soaked from the tropical squall.  Joe fought the wind and rain up the ladder until he reached the top.  He held the rail like a lifeline and looked out to the sea.  The white crests of the monster waves glowed with a vengeance. The sea looked angry; he scanned through the peril less night and saw nothing, no boats, no people, no land — not even a faint light in the distance.  Joe was soaked from head to toe. His long hair had washed down in front of his eyes.  He slammed his hand towards the sky and let out a feverish yell, "AGGGHHH," then slammed his hands back on the railing and clinched his teeth, there was no savior, no boat coming, he was starting to question the very being of his own sanity — did he really hear voices?  Joe tromped back down the stairs, back across the catwalk and into the black hole.
He shut the door behind him. The whistle of the wind stopped.  Although the night sea was raging and the clouds were hammering; inside here was calm, no rain, no wind — just relentless pitching from side to side that Joe had no choice but to tolerate.  He slipped with every step he took. His wet bare feet on the old metal floor were cold.  This was the first time in a long time he remembered his feet feeling cold.  His clothes dripped a trail of water all the way back into his room. He shut the door — this time locking it  — and he slid the dresser back over in front of it.  He took off his wet clothes and stripped down to the nude.  Joe, who once had a stout figure, had withered to bone, his ribs poked out and there wasn't an ounce of fat left.  He crawled under the musty old blanket and used the under garments as a pillow.  He rocked back and forth, staring at the dark ceiling.  A tear dripped down his left cheek, the first one in a long time.  Joe felt a coward for not shouting out, but what if no one was there?  He was lost. His mind was spinning, but had nowhere to go.  In the morning, when it was light, he could check the rations in the stock room — then he would know if someone was there.  He put his hands above his head and looked out the window. His wet hair had saturated the pillow below him, but it felt cool and good — it was usually always hot, even at night, so he welcomed the change.  Joe rolled to his side, facing the door, of course.  He stared at it, now he was so lost in thought he was hoping someone, anyone, would come back.  He didn't know if he would be able to sleep with his heart racing, but he tried.  He closed his eyes and felt the waves.  He could still hear the sounds of the night. The rain had lightened to a pitter patter, and the room was getting brighter, as if the clouds had thinned.  Joe looked at the door one more time and closed his eyes for good; or at least until he heard a squeak from under the bed, "Roger!" A big smile filled his face, and a warmth crossed his heart — his friend was still here and Joe couldn't be happier about it.  "Good night, Roger," he whispered.




Chapter thirteen







STREET LIFE


Dry, stale gin was the only taste on Silas' tongue.  He licked his dry lips up and down, capturing a little moist air — it was morning but hot already.  He rubbed his eyes and sat up off the concrete. On his lap sat the brochure he was handed last night, "Jesus Saves."  Silas snorted a bit; he remembered the man in boots last night — apparently, he thought Silas needed saving, hell… maybe he did.  The working half of Key West was up and awake by now. A few joggers in bright colors ran up and down the street, checking their wrists.  Bartenders were walking to their cars with pockets a little fatter as the streets turned a beautiful orange.  There was always a new morning, and it usually started beautifully in Key West.  Silas pushed himself up off the wall and grunted as he got to his feet; he was stiffer than the drinks the night before — age and lifestyle were catching up, and fast.  He tucked the "Jesus Saves" brochure into his back pocket and started walking.  He had a bit of a stumble as he went down the street, catching a few judging eyes.  He had to get to Billie's in a hurry. 
He pounded on the door, waited four seconds, and pounded some more.  "Billie," he shouted, followed by more pounding that was increasing in aggression.  The house was dark, and it was apparent no one was in a hurry to get the door.  Silas slouched down into one of the wicker chairs on the front porch.  Billie's house was modest for anywhere but Key West.  It had a beautiful shady porch, a small fenced yard, and it was speckled with palm and coconut trees.  The white front porch was hidden behind two giant elephant ears.  Silas sat for a few minutes. The elephant ears stopped the street view. It felt good to be in the shade.  He got up and stomped over to the door one more time; then he figured it out — Billie had heard.  He flew off the porch and ran like a sprinter towards the Conch Marina. He gassed out half way but maintained a jog.  He got down on the dock and there she was in the sun on the back deck of her boat.  
"So ya heard?" shouted Silas about forty yards from Billie.
She just smiled and waved him over.  Silas got there and jumped right on the back of the boat.
"So you heard?" 
"I heard a boat went up in flames," answered Billie. Her long red hair was glowing in the sun.
"Me too, at Dry Tortugas, right?" said Silas, taking off his dirty hat and exposing his greasy, slick, thinning hair.
"You look like shit… do you want to jump in the water? It would have to smell better." She looked at him with sad eyes.
"I feel like shit, but I'm fine.  We got to go," said Silas, waving a dirty finger.
"Always running blind. Just wait a bit and the news is coming to us."
"What if he is out there? We have to go!"
"Darien is coming into port. He called it in.  Let's hear what he has to say."
"If he gets away!" Silas slammed his hand on the side of the white boat.
"No one wants this guy worse than me.  If he did this, he is already gone, so go to my house, take a hot shower, pull yourself together and come back," snapped Billie as she threw her keys at him.  He didn't argue. He took the keys and left.
The shower was splendid and much overdue.  He washed a weeks-worth of stench and disappointment down the drain.  Only in its absence is something like a shower so glorious, a normal mundane task — today it was breathtaking.   Silas trotted back to the marina a new, clean man; but still in the same old clothes and wet streaks down his back, it would be gone soon and then the streaks would reappear as sweat.  Darien Kane, the local fisherman was on Billie's boat when Silas got back.  "Good to see ya, chap," said Darian with a crooked smile from the back deck.  Darian looked almost as rough as Silas, the difference being that was normal for Darian.
"Good to see you. What do you know?" asked Silas, hopping aboard.
"Fancy boat went up in flames, about a mile off Dry Tortuga." Darien shook a smoke loose out of a soft pack of Marlboro's and lit it.  
"Any people, other boats?"
Darien retrieved the smoke with his leather hands and blew out a cloud, "No survivors that I saw, could have floated though… Strange thing is, there was another boat."
"Was it him?" asked Silas, standing on his toes.
"Fuck, I don't even know what him means anymore?"  Darien ripped another drag.
"The Man of the Sea?"  Silas's eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened.
"For all I know, you guys killed him, or he's hiding.  Fucking scared of ya for all I know," Darien kicked back with a menacing chuckle.
"The other boat, what is with the other boat?" Silas leaned in as he pressed him for more.
"The other boat is just adrift, maybe a mile from the burning boat.  It drifted out of view,"
"Anything else?  American boats?  What color?" Silas rapidly fired questions while swiping the sweat off his forehead.
"It looked like your damn boat, but too far to tell.  If it's out there, it's drifting around the Tortugas."
"I'm done wasting time, Dry Tortugas it is.  Thanks, Darien." Silas extended his big hand and Darian got off the boat.  
Silas ducked inside and saw Billie turning the ignition.  "Tortugas," he asked.  "Way ahead of you. Untie and we are off," she said.  Silas untied, and they glided out of the marina and towards the outward islands and the furthest stretches of the vast archipelago.
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The Dry Tortugas are a chain of seven islands roughly 70 miles from Key West.  Surrounded by and nothing except magnificent blue water.  Palm trees speckled the perfect white sand.  They are barren of fresh water, with all drinking water needing to be brought in which has kept them undeveloped, with the exception of Fort Jefferson.  Although the islands are uninhabited by humans, they do still serve as a popular tourist destination.  As they approached the Dry Tortugas, the perfectly laid brick walls towering over the water came into view.  It protruded out like a castle in an otherwise flat place in the world.  Fort Jefferson sat on one of the island's and is the largest brick structures ever built.  It was no longer commissioned as a military base, but it was a site as grand as the White House or Machu Picchu in some regards.  Silas, nor Billie, had ever been here.  The Dry Tortugas sat west of Key West and Heaven's Gate was southeast.  
As they pulled up to the large fort, Silas tied the boat to the dock.  It was a ghost town.  Massive brick walls towered over the water on every side. They cast a brute shade, and they have stood the test of time.  It took sixteen million bricks and thirty years of time to build the super fortress, but it was never fully finished.  The sun was starting to set and the Tortugas are only accessible by boat or plane, so all the tourists had departed for the day and no one was in sight.  Silas knew they missed it. The abandoned boat was gone, must have been taken into port; or just cut loose and left to float.  Even though the island was empty, they didn't want to take the chance of missing a thing.  This walked up the dock and to the old brick entry way, it was a true marvel to bring and build something of this magnitude in the middle of the ocean.  Inside of the fort was huge and the ground was covered in green grass mixed with weeds, which was appealing to the eyes after staring at so much blue .  Silas found the massive fort amazing since the name Dry Tortugas comes from having no fresh water source, every ounce of water has to be collected or brought in. 
"Hey, can I help you?"
Silas and Billie looked up. Above them on the wall stood a park ranger dressed in a tan uniform and large brimmed sunhat. 
"Good afternoon," said Silas.
"Good afternoon," said the park ranger. She put both hands on her hips and glared down at Billie and Silas. 
"What happened with the boat that went down?" Shouted Silas
"I don't know. I heard it was by Hospital Key; no one ever came here.
"I heard it was right out here,” Silas pointed back out towards the water. "Did you see any boats?"
"I didn't see the fire, but there were plenty of boats here today," the woman slammed her arms across her chest and stepped forward.
"Ma'am, have you heard of the Man of the Sea?"
The ranger shined a big grin. "The boogeyman wasn't here."
"Is it a joke to you?" asked Silas, piercing her with his eyes.
"Boat fire's happen all the time. It doesn't mean it was murder…"  she put her hands up. "I haven't heard. Maybe everyone survived."
"So it didn't happen right out here?" Silas pointed towards the water again.
"No, it was by Hospital Key, as I already told you, and that is all I know." she turned her back to them to abruptly end the conversation.
Silas turned and stomped across the perfect grass on the way out.
"Where's Joe?" shouted Billie.
Silas turned back around and saw that Billie wasn't following him.
"Joe… Joe who?" answered the ranger.
"A boat, named 'Where's Joe.  Did you see that boat, a 22-foot Carver Craft…white," Billie carried on trying to egg a response.
The slim pony tailed ranger scratched her chin. "I remember that name.  That boat was here this morning. They anchored maybe twenty yards off the shore — not sure if they came into the park, though."
"Thanks," Billie followed the fast-stepping Silas out to the boat, "So, people do live here." 
"I guess so, but that means the Man of the Sea wouldn't come here.  Let's go to Hospital Key," said Silas, untying the boat.




Chapter fourteen







ROGER


"Roger… Roger," Joe crawled to the other side of the bed on his hands and knees, "Roger?"  Still no sign of the dang mouse.  Joe didn't know where Roger went, but he couldn't spend more time on it this morning.  He had to find out who was on his ship.  He had searched maybe a quarter of the vessel and today he intended to find out if he was alone.  He hated himself this morning.  Some things are your character and Joe felt his character is to cower.  He did it last night and the night in the stockroom.  He should have faced his fear. What if it meant rescue?  He never forgave himself for so many years ago, sitting in the attic with the gun.  He didn't want to be a coward anymore.  He roamed the massive ship with a siege mentality, there was no tip toeing today.  Back to the bridge first. There had to be something worthwhile there.   
It was a bright day, only a few fast-low clouds hovered by.  The sea wasn't angry today, just the opposite, calm and friendly.  Downright inviting.  It made him want to swim, but he knew he would never get back on the ship…  It was the kind of day you want to be a sport fisherman or shoot the perfect sunny postcard - damn it was beautiful off the coast of Africa… or Cuba… or Mexico?  Joe didn't have a clue. It all just looked like the ocean. The only thing he was certain of was the heat. It felt like the tropics.  He came into the once magnificent brains and strategic command post of the worn ship.  Everything had the same dirty, outdated look as the other day, but today Joe would start his ransack.  He opened every drawer in the back of the room.  The back wall was one continuous piece of mahogany cabinetry.  Huge wooden pillars sat on each end of the cabinets and they were hand carved like waves rising to the ceiling.  It was apparent that this was no commercial vessel; it was a jewel in its day.  It had two chart tables that sat to either side of the helm and just in front of the captain's chair; which sat dead center of the room as to keep an eye on everything.  The captain's chair was a brilliant old red, tall in the back and almost double wide — it oozed power.  Every other chair fixed to the floor was a modest black.  Joe pulled and dumped the heavy drawers, the first two empty, but the third one he found two flares—jackpot.  He swept the rest of the drawers and cabinets—nothing.  He walked to the front of the room and pressed his hands to the window; the ship was barely rocking today.  The sun fought its hardest to pierce through the layered windows, but it was tough.  They were opaque from years of neglect and fogged up the view.  Joe spun around and plopped down in the captain's chair. He had to feel it.  He watched the room, picturing it so full of life, but he couldn't help but question the necessity of the crew if this thing had sailed this long without.  He always figured one day a storm would have to take it down, or maybe a reef, or a combination of the both.  Joe put his hands on the armrests, peering around the room. What else could there be?  He didn't sit long, time to investigate. He pushed up with his hands and the armrest shifted under his right hand.  It caught him by surprise, so he pulled up on the top of the armrest and it opened up; it was a fake top.  It folded open on a hinge like a modern-day sofa with a drink holder. Joe reached down inside and grabbed the contents.  He laid them on the chair: there was a flashlight  — an old school metal one; he clicked the button, but it didn't work.  There was a Cuban cigar, crisp to the touch, along with a golden cutter, a zippo lighter branded with the initials A.F. and lastly, a ring with two keys — a lucky day.
He had cleared out everything of value from the bridge.  Time to move on.  He traversed down as far as he could; it was a challenge with no light.  He left every door open as he went back down towards the galley and one level below.  It was a cargo hold.  He kept the doors open, and it made just enough light that he could see around the big room.  After opening the door, there was a big yellow metal stairwell down what must have been two or three floors on the tall ship. Joe thought it looked like a big metal indoor basketball court minus the hoops and nicely painted lines.  He traversed down the stairs with cautious steps; they felt stable, but everything was old and untrustworthy.  The large room appeared almost empty, except for a few metal lockers by the bay door. The light was damn near insufficient to see.  Joe got down and stared at the wall. It was an enormous door that folded down big enough to drive trucks on and off. The rigid steel, even after all these years, still perfectly protected the belly of the ship from the relentless water. Two massive chains were attached at each top corner and ran across the ceiling into the darkness at the back of the room.  Joe squinted and followed the chains with his eyes, but they disappeared and he couldn't tell where they ended. Was it a big winchThe?   light from the door cast perfectly to one of two large metal lockers that sat on opposite sides of the door. They were perfectly symmetrical.  Everything was tan and uniform, and both of the lockers — were locked.  Joe grabbed the keys out of his pockets. His hands were pretty occupied with the haul from the bridge.  He juggled the flashlight, two flares and the cigar in his right hand and the keys in his left.  He put the key in, and it turned.  He lifted the heavy lid up and the struts creaked but held it up at extension, pretty fancy for the year of the vessel.  Inside was a giant life raft, the kind you pull the cord, and it inflates. It was packaged so nicely you could tell it had never been used.  Joe was pretty sure the other side would contain the same, but he found it very strange that the life boats were under lock and key — why would you lock the one thing that may save your life?  Joe left the raft inside and closed the lid.  Out of curiosity, he stumbled over to the other box — the same key opened it and the contents were the same. Both boxes had a stack of life jackets to one side and four oars neatly stacked against the nearest wall, and a raft.  He closed the lid and left them unlocked.  Now he knew what one of the keys went to, but he still wanted to find out what the other would unlocked.  Joe left the storage room the only way he could see, up the stairs and back out.  If there was another door, it was lost in the wall of black.  Joe took the yellow cheese grater stairs two at a time until he reached the wide-open door at the top.  Joe knew there was more to this ship, another side.  He shut the door and turned around; he was right outside the galley and still one deck below the bridge.  He contemplated how to get to the other side. There was no open-air route that he could tell.  It seemed you had to go under the deck to get to the other side and he had no light to go any deeper inside the ship.  Joe went out on the cat walk and held the rail with his free hand.  The wind whipped his long brown hair and beard — he was looking more and more like Grizzly Adams every-day.  He decided to drop his new haul at his room, maybe say hi to Roger and eat an MRE.  He had two flares and was debating about burning them to see. Could he find more?  Or another light if he could search further.  Or should he save the flares in case, well, he had hoped to one day pass land, or another ship?  The lost ship was a needle in the haystack in the endless sea.  He had to keep at least one flare. Maybe he would burn just one to get to the belly of the boat?  He turned to the corner to the catwalk and stopped dead in his tracks.  It was almost like looking in the mirror; he saw the scraggly man standing there, his beard even bigger, but he was equally surprised as Joe.  Joe clinched his finding tight in both arms, still as a scared mouse, and the man asked, "Who the hell are you?", — in perfect English.




Chapter fifteen







HOSPITAL KEY


Hospital Key is one of the seven islands that are named the Dry Tortugas. Garden Key, Loggerhead Key, Bush Key, Long Key, East Key and Middle Key make up the rest of the archipelagos.  First discovered by the famed Spanish explorer Ponce de Leon.  There was no fresh water, no spring, no pond, nothing at all on the Dry Tortugas, making them very difficult to inhabit.  True to fashion, they will find a way if it comes to war. They built the biggest fort to be a stronghold on Garden Key.  This island was chosen for the port due to the deep water on one side of the island, making it easy for large ships to get in — deep water ports are a commodity.  A large lighthouse, built of brick and still commissioned, sat on Loggerhead Key — the Tortugas have claimed many ship wrecks through the years, especially before the lighthouse helped guide the way. 
Hospital Key served as a hospital for yellow fever at the turn of the nineteenth century, but all the remnants of the hospital were long gone and today there was a half-charred boat getting beaten by waves on its sandy shore.
Silas and Billie coasted up to the island, idling down the big motors of the Carver Craft.  This was not a small boat and you couldn't get too close to the island. With the tide changes, it paid to always be mindful or you would end up with a stuck boat.  This chain of islands were encapsuled by stunning coral reefs.  It has always been known as a premier diving haven. Silas just hadn't made it here before today.  
The boat on the shore was once nice, nothing compared to Billie's Carver Craft, but nice.  The fire had started on the back deck and all that remained was a sharp white bow with black char on the edges and some metal railing laying on the remaining floor boards.  It was a sad sight.  Some things that happen in the ocean get attention, but most don't. It is an untamed, unmatched mystery.  The last unclaimed, unruined frontier.  Humans put a flag on everything, they can try to claim water, but the ocean is always the boss. We are at her mercy.  It's the last free place, Silas loved that part, but it could be a curse.  They took the dingy to shore and investigated the remains, not much to it as they couldn't figure out the make, model or country of registration.  It could be a drug boat, or an accident, or maybe, just maybe, the man of the sea.  
"Where to next?" asked Silas as he kicked the sand on the beach.
"I don't know, Silas, not much here, and I'm sure we've heard the first and last that anyone knows of this boat."
"We've looked so hard, and there is never an answer," Silas said with a grin.
"Why are you smiling?" asked Billie, cracking a small smile herself.
"Nothing else to do anymore."
Billie nodded in agreement, "you heard what she said today?  She saw 'Where's Joe”.
"Maybe she did, but it's gone now… and the guy who took my boat is a crook. But I don't this he's The Man of the Sea."
Billie looked at Silas and kicked the sand between her feet. "Well, I guess we go back to the boat," she spoke softly as if she was out of ideas.
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Silas and Billie got back on the luxury Carver boat.  It wasn't as big as her old Catamaran, but it was every bit as nice.  The aft of the vessel was a pristinely kept white deck with a nice seating area wrapped around the sides and low rails so you can toss a line.  The back was practical for fishing, or diving, but the inside was sheer beauty.  This boat had a grand room with a living room, kitchen, and bar.  Black leather furniture matched the counters, and it was accented by a deep cherry oak.  There was one bedroom up front and the wheel house up one floor. This boat was nicer than a lot of homes.  It had a bath and shower and a spot to catch your own food — some would call that paradise.  
Silas sat down on the leather sofa.  He buried his wrinkled feet into the soft white rug, the little fuzz felt good between his toes.  Billie held out a drink, Silas grabbed it, and then she took a seat across from him in the living room. She pulled her socks off and wiggled her toes down into the soft rug.  They had anchored the boat for the night off the sandy shore of Hospital Key.  It was a beautiful Caribbean night. The moon and the stars danced gently off the rolling waves and through the patio doors.  Silas looked at Billie. He couldn't shake his smile tonight. It had been a long time since he felt that way.  He raised his glass towards Billie and said, "Cheers. You're way too good to me."
She raised the glass back, "Indeed I am. Maybe I should have left you in Cuba."
"I could have made it, as long as I kept my mouth shut."
Billie's eyes went big, and she laughed, her pony tail flipped side to side as she took a drink from her glass and back down.  
Silas looked at her. He had missed it.  He first met Billie in the middle of the night on a remote island in the Caribbean, where she had been stranded.  He had been shot, betrayed and trying to save his dying brother, who was trapped in a sinking boat just offshore.  Billie came in like a swat team, she took charge; she restored order; she led them to safety.  All of them except Joe.  She had never met him, but felt like she did through Silas.  Billie was so strong she made him feel safe. She was one of the good guys.  He realized tonight he had overlooked one thing — she was beautiful.  He never saw her with those eyes before this very moment.  He never slowed down the race in his mind.  Never once looking below Billie's strong traits to her soft skin and big eyes.  Her fiery red hair and long legs. Wow, he had to fight to take his eyes away.  
"Why do you keep saving me?"
"You won't stay out of trouble."
"For real, you have been so kind to me. Why?".
Billie set her drink down and bit her bottom lip a bit as if it required thought.
"Because I am you," she answered as she met his eyes.
Silas took a deep breath as he sat back. She was right.  They both lost part of their lives in the water.  "I can never repay you."
"That's why I help you, your selfless.  You only care about finding your brother and the monster responsible.  You don't care to take my money, and you never lie to me." 
Billie paused a second, but not long enough for Silas to respond.
"And I think you would die for me.   When you find a person like that, you keep them close." 
Silence struck. Silas stopped mid drink and looked at Billie.  They locked eyes for just a second.
Silas finished with a long drink, basking in the compliment, "I'm glad you see all that good, cause you're about the only one who does."
"Or I am the only one you let in." Billie replied quickly, "and I think I am on a limited access pass."
Silas blushed, he didn't know how to answer, Billie had an ear-to-ear smile and their eyes flirted for a long look.  
"Let's quit then. No more hunt."
"You can't give it up, you tried," she replied.
"I think I have to." He leaned in. "I miss life, I miss smiling, fun, Joe.  But I can have some back, right?"
"You can, and you should."  Said Billie as she stood up and went to mix a few more drinks.  She always liked Silas.  Right away she could see he was strong, dependable, and he never gave a damn about her money. What she liked most was his integrity. He always did the right thing. He never looked the other way.  He was wholesome and kind and easy to look at.  He was also one of the few people that could understand what she went through and what she lost.  That gave them a bond.  She handed him back the drink.
"So tomorrow we go back to Key West and we are done searching?"
"I am.  I can't give my life to it anymore, and," Silas paused a second but managed to keep his eyes dry, "Joe is probably dead."
Billie came over to the couch and put a hand on Silas's shoulder.
"I believe in miracles. Joe might be somewhere, but he might not.  If you don't want to spend another minute searching, I am with you.  We will be done."
"For both Joe and the Man of the Sea?" Silas asked as he looked at Billie with wide eyes.
"Both.  Unless he comes to Key West, then he's mine."
"Deal," said Silas, putting out a hand.
Billie grabbed it delicately; Silas squeezed a bit and there was a warmth.  Her hands were soft and his rugged, she moisturized daily, and it showed.  Silas missed that about a woman, the care, the gentle touch, the smooth skin.  He looked rough. He hadn't put on shoes in months, a haircut even longer.  Despite what was going on, Billie always kept herself up.  After a long moment, she let go, and Silas rubbed his eyes.  
"I'm going to change," said Billie as she stood up and set down her drink.  She went into the bedroom and shut the door.  Silas set his drink down and kicked his feet up on the cherry wood coffee table. He was tired from his drunken sleep on the concrete the night before and then a day on the sea.  He closed his eyes as he waited for Billie.
Billie went in pretty and came out stunning.  She had changed into a white tank top that highlighted her tan arms and her slim neck extended down to a fair amount of cleavage showing.  She had put on black leggings that hugged every toned curve and lowered her hair, and it flowed wildly down to her shoulder blades.  Billie didn't try to get attention much, but she knew how.  She had grown fond of Silas; he looked terrible, but she didn't care.  She could see through it, the man underneath the harsh exterior, that was the man she liked. But when she came out of the room, Silas was sleeping.  She just laughed into her hand. Of course, he was asleep.  She liked the plan, enjoy life. She had hoped she could enjoy it a little more with Silas, but that would have to wait.  She put a blanket and pillow on the couch next to Silas and shut off the light.  She went in her room, shut the door and laid down. Good night.
Silas jerked awake; he was covered in sweat when he sprang upright. "What the f".




Chapter sixteen







STRANGER DANGER


The man's hands were plump full of MRE's as he stood on the catwalk like a kid with his hand in the cookie jar.  He looked like a hobo, so did Joe; but it reassured he had been on the ship a while and his eyes weren't black, they were blue.   
"You were here long?" asked Joe.
"Too long," answered the man, who was looking as if he was talking to a ghost.
"I'm Joe, been here half an eternity." 
"Frank, and I've been here eight-hundred and thirty-two days."
"Holy." Joe's mouth gaped wide open. He had lost count but knew he was no-where near that long.  At first, he felt good about his term, but then it hit like a gut punch.  If he had been here this long, what were the chances?  How much food is there if he is already taking mine? 
Joe's mind sped with the possibilities and at the same time he was more confused than ever before.
"That son of a bitch," replied the man with his lips hidden behind a full beard.
"He put you here too?" asked Joe.
Frank's nostrils flared up. "If I see him, I'll kill him."
"Then we're on the same team," offered Joe with a blank stare.
Frank shook his head, his mop of hair twirling in the wind.  There was a tense moment, a stand-off. Neither man knew whether to proceed as friends or cower back to their space.  
"So where do you stay?  I mean, as far as on the ship, where do you sleep?"
"I live down below," replied Frank, as he wiggled side to side.
"Do you have light?" 
"Some." he looked down at his pocket.
Joe saw the same kind of flashlight he just found sticking out. 
"You got any batteries?" 
Frank gave a dirty smirk, revealing a mouth filled with black holes eating away at jagged teeth.  Back home it was called meth mouth, out here maybe sea mouth.  
"Hmmm…  Hmm," Frank grumbled, half chuckling as he debated how to answer.  
People are always on their toes, always replaying their next move or talking point in your head.  Always ready to answer and defend, and this is when the choices are not so critical.  Here it was different.  You didn't expect to see people. To Frank, it might have well been like seeing aliens — he was distraught to have run into Joe.
"I'll trade you.  I have plenty of MRE's."
"From the stockroom?" asked Frank.
"Yeah, there's a stock pile.  I only need batteries, I have the light," Joe flashed his eyes down at his pocket where his similar flashlight was sticking out.
"I'm not so sure those MRE's belong to you," asserted Frank, still fidgeting on his feet.
"I would say as much as the batteries belong to you," Joe snapped back, trying to read Frank's eyes.
Frank bit his hairy bottom lip and looked away.
"Meet me here, sundown.  We can talk then," said Frank with a reassuring nod.
"Sundown, I will be here."
Frank shuffled his feet past Joe and down the stairs towards the galley. He had so many MRE's that he couldn't hold the rail and could barely see his feet going down the stairs.  Joe watched him walk away before going back to his room.  Joe hurried back to his corner of the ship. He saw the dent in the MRE's in the stockroom.  He had a plan, but first he had to try the other key on the locked door.  He put his gatherings in his room and went back across the hall to the mystery door with the Capitan’s nameplate on it.  This was the first and only door that he had found locked on the ship.  He pulled out the keys and put it in the lock.  It took a few jiggles and then, click; it opened.  Joe pushed hard against the heavy door.  Rust popped off the hinges, and it moaned across the ship.  The room was majestic, covered in cobwebs and dust, as was everything else, but this room was special.  It had a grand mahogany desk overlooking a big, now defect window to the left.  The headrest in the chair that maned the desk had the letters "A. F." embroidered on it, just like the grand red chair on the bridge.  Across the room from the desk was a grand four post bed with the canopy top, king size, which is unheard of on a ship.  The bed sat against the wall and next to another picture window on the right, this one still intact.  A large mahogany dresser surrounded by two matching armors made up the wall next to the door.  This was the captain's quarters, and it was fitting. Whoever was the captain wasted no expense on his own furnishings.  Joe opened the dresser drawers, and they were fully stocked, clothes appropriately separated and neatly folded, and they were nice clothes.  Joe opened the armoire on the left and it was filled with captain's jackets, sports coats and other finer shirts.  There was a shelf on top with two captain's hats and down below were three perfectly shined pairs of shoes.  One black, one brown and one white; they all looked brand new.  Joe went and opened the armoire on the right and hit the jackpot.  In here there were four shelves.  On the top shelf books sat neatly lined and organized, dated each year from left to right 1958 to 1974. They were recorded.  The second shelf had a humidor with four different kinds of cigars and plenty of each.  The third shelf was a mini bar, as it would be quipped today.  No fridge, but a variety of liquor in fancy bottles with cups to match.  An empty ice bin accompanied.  On the bottom shelf in a green velvet cutout sat a Derringer Cobra two shot pistol and in the other cut out was a beautiful knife with an ornately designed white, whale bone handle.  Joe grabbed both the gun and the knife and left everything else.  He looked around the rest of the room and everything was perfectly placed, nothing disturbed.  The bed was not made but rumpled in the middle. Joe pulled back the heavy nautical blue quilt.  He jumped back and put his hand over his wide-open mouth.  Under the quilt was a completely decomposed skeleton.  Joe exhaled out his nose.  The skeleton straddled the bed in a crucifix position.  Joe leaned in and saw both hands, or rather bones that were hands were tied to the bed frame at the upper corners.  He pulled the blanket down further and the feet were bound together, loosely now since the flesh has disappeared.  Joe pulled the quilt back up over the body, he looked up towards the sky, to what he didn't know anymore and said, "rest in peace."  
Joe had a plan, and he had to execute it before sundown.  He was excited about the things he found and he wanted to read through the logbooks, but it would have to wait.  He took all the MRE's from the storage room and stacked them up in the captain's room. He also hauled 30 of the 40 five-gallon jugs of fresh water to the captain's room.  Whoever put them on this ship had stocked it for a life of misery, but Joe was fearful that Frank was running low.  He needed to barter, and this was his best shot.  After stowing everything in the captain's room, he shut the door.  He realized it self-locked every time it was shut.  He also found it odd that it required a key from both inside and outside to open the door.  He went back to his room, and he was happy to find that Roger was back.  The tiny mouse sat dead center of the floor and looked at Joe as if he was waiting for his crumb.  Joe broke open an MRE and held food out in his palm.  Without hesitation Roger climbed up his fingers and to the crumbs in the center of his hand.  Joe had earned Roger's trust and it made him feel good.  He set the little mouse down in his lap and they ate lunch together.  Joe told him about Frank. Roger, of course, did not offer an opinion.  He just ate his crumbs and squeaked.
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BURNING FOR YOU


"Billie…Billie," Silas screamed as he watched the orange glare through the big windows.  He jumped up off the couch and barged through the bedroom door.  "Billie," he shouted again.  She rolled over covered in a heap of sheet, "What's going…" before she could finish, he was out of the room.  Silas raced over to the kitchen and ripped open the cupboard below the sink. It was a good guess as to where the fire extinguisher would be, and he was right.  It was a small portable kitchen type fire extinguisher but it would have to do. He grabbed it out of the bracket and ran to the back door.  The flames were dancing all over the deck. They were shooting up as tall as Silas.  He grabbed the handle, and it scorched his hand. "Ahh," he shouted, but he whipped it open through the pain.  Heat instantly pierced his every pore, flames soaring toward him. He pulled, aimed, squeezed and sprayed, but it was null.  The fire was too much. It was like putting out a campfire with a water balloon.  He shot until the extinguisher was empty, but it barely fazed the growing inferno.  Silas used the butt of the extinguisher and pushed the door closed. "Billie, we gotta go."  She had emerged from the doorway and reality set in.  Her groggy eyes instantly pumped with adrenaline, and she was awake.  "Follow me," she shouted to Silas, and he listened.  They stormed into the bedroom that was at the bottom of the bow of the ship.  Billie jumped up on the bed and turned the handle to the square white hatch in the ceiling of the room.  It led to the front deck of the ship.  She pushed it open and pulled herself up, then turned around and offered a hand to Silas.  He took it and she helped pull him up through the hole.  They stood up and turned around.  The whole back of the boat was engulfed in flames.  Anytime, the beautiful boat was sure to blow up or sink.  They stood just a moment, eyes encapsulated on the orange glow, then they turned and jumped over the front rail splashing into the calm blue water below.   
Silas popped out of the water maybe ten yards from the giant boat.  The flames dancing all around the expensive boat without a care. Why did this happen?  He treaded water stuck in the moment until he heard Billie, "swim, before it blows!"  She was already thirty yards away, out in front of the boat.  Silas snapped out of it and swam as hard as he could towards Billie.  Once they were fifty yards away or thereabout, they turned around.  Gently treading water, veins throbbing with energy, their heads bobbed up and down in the moonlight.  They watched until the big boom shot out.  The sky lit up for a minute when the gas tank exploded, then it dulled to a roaring flame.  
"What happened?" asked Billie.
"I don't know, I woke up to a flame," 
"There was nothing to catch fire…  I don't get it," said Billie with her chin barely above water.  
They looked at each other, both thinking it, what if wasn't an accident?  The flames went from a roar to a smolder to eventually gone when the boat sunk.  They floated now under just moonlight and stars.  They were about one hundred and fifty yards from Hospital Key and floating away.  Reality was starting to set in, in the dark, lonely water. At least they had each other this time.  
"We better swim to Hospital Key," said Silas.
"Yeah, that is our only chance."
The current wasn't too strong in the islands and it was a calm night.  They started the swim and were gaining ground when they heard the motor of a boat roaring their way.  No lights on, just the hum of a motor and the wake of the water.  They stopped maybe seventy-five yards from Hospital Key and looked towards the sound.  "That's getting close," said Billie, spitting out a little salty water she took in.
"Too close," said Silas.
Not a second more, a spotlight shined in their eyes like the light of day.   So bright they had to squint and look away.  The motor had reduced to a low growl and waves were starting to bounce them up and down.  But in that light, they couldn't see a thing. 
Who was here?
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SUNDOWN BEWARE


Joe threw a few crumbs in the bottom of his front shirt pocket and then carefully swooped Roger off the floor and put him in, feet first, of course.  It made him feel like he wasn't alone for the showdown at sundown. Roger always had his back and tonight Joe had a pit in his stomach.  A slow knot grinding deeper and deeper inside, the kind you get in first love or absolute terror. Maybe it's the same thing.  He wanted to know more.  He didn't think Frank was alone,  but how many people could be stuck on this ship?  He was set to find out, and he wanted batteries.  If he was to be self-sufficient, he would need light. Without it, two-thirds of the boat is off limits.  Joe left the steak knife, now that he had the whale-handled knife he would carry that if need, but tonight he left that as well.  He brought the two-shot derringer.  It was sleek, and he could tuck it into his waistband. He also didn't know what they had.  Trust was a big issue all of Joe's life.  The only person he whole heartedly trusted was Silas.  It was that way since they were little kids playing on the playground. The first time he tried the monkey bars, it was only after Silas agreed to help him.  It was the same pattern his whole life, especially with his parents gone.  Trust had to be earned.  He picked up the pistol and tucked it in the front of the waistband on his cargo shorts, and buttoned his shirt, so it hung over his shorts.  Once he was satisfied that no one would spot the pistol, he went out the door.
On the deck between Joe's quarters and the wheel house stood two superbly hairy men. One was Frank.  They were thin, clothes torn and ratty.  Neither man wore any shoes, and Joe could smell them once he got within twenty feet.  Frank held up his hand as if to say hi.  Joe responded, "Hey Frank," he stuck out a hand towards him.
"I'm Joe," he said to both of them as he grabbed Frank's outstretched arm.  This was the first time they shook hands. Frank's hand felt like old deck wood.  It rubbed up and down with the firm grip.  Frank had the roughest hands Joe had ever felt. It was scarred and callused, with deep, cracking veins.  
"Who's your friend?" Joe pointed to the other bearded man who was wearing the leftovers of a bright yellow shirt, the color you would see a road worker would wear.  He had cropped off black utility pants and a sock of tattoos running from his toes to his knees on both feet.  He was a man who lived a hard life, and it was catching him.
"I'm Gary," replied the man with a deep gruff cough, then followed by a sideways smirk.
Joe stuck his hand out. "Joe," he said, stepping towards Gary.  
Gary's hands were every bit as rough as Franks.  Joe thought this must be how his hands would end up. Hell, maybe they already were that rough.
"Come with us," said Gary, turning the sideways grin to a smile.
"I'd like to stay up here for a bit," replied Joe without hesitation. There was something mischievous in Gary's smile, and Joe felt it from the first time he caught a glance.
"How'd you get here?" asked Gary.
"Just woke up one day.  Right there in that storage room," Joe pointed behind him.
"You are in there?" blurted Frank.
"Yeah, until someone bashed the door one night, then I was able to get out."
Gary and Frank's beard both bent up as if their cheeks rose but they wouldn't show their teeth.  Joe knew it was them he had heard.
"How did you guys get here?" Joe shifted the questions to them.
"A fucking psycho left us here," said Frank.
"Me too, or at least I think," Joe said with a blank face.
"We're sport fisherman, from Jupiter, Florida," offered Gary.
"I'm from the Keys.  A fisherman, like you fellas," said Joe.
"What do you fish?" asked Gary, who pulled out a toothpick and began rolling it back and forth with his tongue.
Joe laughed, "Nothing, I never got to catch a fish in Florida," he had never thought about that before.  He moved to Key West to start a fishing business.  He bought a boat and had spent endless hours on the ocean, but he had yet to catch a fish. Damn.
"What kind of fisherman doesn't catch fish?" asked Frank, putting his big jagged hands on his hips.
"A piss poor one, I guess."  Joe didn't dwell on it. " Do you guys have any idea where we are?"
"I don't know with any certainty, but I think we've been circling Cuba a long time" answered Gary. There was a depth in his face. There was a mystery and wisdom to Gary that Frank lacked.
"When's the last time you saw land?"
"Eighty- two days ago," replied Gary, who leaned over the railing and spit, "Every eighty-four days since we have been here, there has been a sliver of land that appears on the starboard side for a few hours.  That's the only land we see.  Shortly after the land disappears, there is a lighthouse, a small white one.  It's so beaten and battered by the wind and sea that has a good lean on it.  Not sure if it's the water rising or just the way it was built, but the bottom of it is underwater. It hasn't been in service for a long time.  But this lighthouse we have passed nine times, so whatever current we are in, we are just circling."
Joe's mind was racing. Starboard side, that's the side with the drop gate and the rafts.  
"Can you swim it?" asked Joe.
"Only if you're Mike Barrowman. It's got to be miles.  The lighthouse is closer, but not much, and it's deserted."
"What's that?" asked Frank, pointing to Joe's wiggling front pocket.
Joe looked down, "That's Roger, my mouse."
Normally, that kind of answer would draw more questions, but both Frank and Gary understood. They were maybe even a little jealous.  Joe's stomach felt better. The knots were almost all gone, and he was starting to enjoy the interaction.  Whether lonely and weak for a friend or Joe wavering his trust, he changed his mind.
"I'll follow you guys, then we can talk, but you got to help me get some batteries for my light."
Gary gave a good nod, "Fair enough," and Joe followed him.  It didn't take long for Joe to realize who was in charge. People fall in line.  We all have a place and everyone answers to someone.  Even though they were not fishing anymore, Gary was still Frank's captain.  Joe figured it was the way he followed Silas. Sometimes he bucked the management, but he knew he didn't want to lead and most of the time, he did listen.  He needed to be managed sometimes, and that was okay. He liked having someone to tell him what to do and maybe, more importantly he liked being told what not to do. They trotted down the stairs and through the iron hallways, past the mess hall, past the dry bay with the life rafts Joe found earlier.  For the first time, Joe was in uncharted territory.  Frank clicked on his clunky metal flashlight and it lit a yellow glow for a few feet.  Joe clinched up a bit. He was glad he had the derringer.  For a moment Gary had put him at ease, but that had passed and he was tense now.  Every step he took with a thief's caution.  He trailed both Gary and Frank, and the dim light covered a small area. They kept wanting to walk fast.  There were doors on both sides of the narrow walkway.  A few detached light fixtures hung down from the ceilings on the skinny corridor, they were covered in decades of cobwebs and when the light flickered through the shadows it reminded Joe of a spooky oak tree in his yard as a kid, he missed trees or anything green for that matter.  He thought that his brother would keep following, so he did too, and he kept pace behind the strangers.  The bloody rivet streaks appeared anytime the light brushed on them, they added an ambiance of their own, it made Joe wonder how high the waves have crashed on this ship, He didn't think you would see it down here, but he figured the walls must sweat and tell their story, Joe had a feeling they had seen a lot of bloodshed.  After a few more doors and low hanging lights, they got to the other end and padded up a metal stairwell. It was rust red and equivalent to the one on the other side of the hallway.  They came up on the deck of the ship.  The ship made no sense.  From where Joe was at, he couldn't walk in free air to get to the main deck, his area was isolated with only one walkway leading there.  The bridge and the captain's quarters were on the front of the ship.  Then there was an open deck maybe 50 feet long and the ship's width, then on the back sat another tower speckled with windows.  He thought it must be to do with the captains quarters, but he would think the captain would want to be able to get around, but maybe it helped him keep people away, all Joe could do was imagine, he wondered if the skeleton was in fact the captain.  The orange was half a slice hanging over the water now. It was peaceful, but still hot — that never changed. Maybe thirty minutes of light left and Joe was getting cold feet.  He followed the two men who slumped along like stoned islanders.  Barefoot and swaying.  They walked to the back tower on the ship and opened the metal hatchway, they ducked inside yet another metal corridor.  They took the first door on the right.  It was beautiful.
The room was magnificent.  The inch of dust present everywhere else had been removed.  The beautiful mahogany furnishings shined.  There was a brown leather sofa surrounded by two each brown leather chairs on each side.  In the middle of the room sat a coffee table made from driftwood that supported a glass top.  It looked out of place among the fancier furnishings of the rest of the room, but had its own beauty.  Behind the love seat sat two book shelves, plump full of books, that alone gave Joe a shiver up his arms.
"This is nice," said Joe, still spinning his head around in admiration.
"Must have been the library or den we figure," said Frank as he sat in one of the armchairs to the left of the love seat.  Gary sat to the right.
"Have a seat," said Gary, waving his arm towards the open loveseat in the middle.
Joe sat gently on the small couch, keeping his back straight and feet firmly on the ground.  
"So, what have you got for supplies on that end?" said Gary, and that menacing little smirk appeared again.
"Not much really, just MRE's and water.  I got a flashlight, but no batteries."
Gary nodded while sitting back in his seat. "How many MRE's would you say you got?"
Joe got a tingle on the back of his neck. He didn't want to answer.  He knew Frank had found his stash before he moved it, but had Gary seen it?
"Your minds racing?  Wondering if you should lie to me?  Or do you shoot me straight?" asked Gary, with this grin widening by the word.
Shoot me straight? He couldn't know about the derringer, but his choice of words made Joe fumble in his mind another second.
"I haven't counted," replied Joe with his chin up.
"That probably is truthful, but you got an idea, right?"
"I figured it would last me a couple years," Joe looked out the window, even the film had been cleaned off of that.  He could see the sun setting. The orange was fading to a red and soon after it would be a black.  
Frank reached beside him and pulled out an old time Coleman lantern and a box of matches. He set them on the table without lighting them.
"Well, food is becoming of my upmost concern out here on the S.S. fucked," said Gary, who put his hands on his legs.  Joe noticed both hands had a tremble, like an alcoholic in the morning.
"How much food do you have?" asked Joe with a heightened tone.
"Have you been to the pantry in the kitchen yet?"
"Yeah, nothing much left."
"That's exactly what we have.  That's the reason we broke down that door. We had to find food."
"I told Frank, for some batteries I will share,"
Gary rocked forward in his seat, his gruff face just an outline in the darkening room. "I find that statement concerning.  Kind of one of those here is what I will do for you…  I don't like it, not one bit," he had a bit of a rise in his voice.
Joe couldn't see if he was smiling, scorning, or spitting at this point.  He could see the shadows moving, but that was it.  He felt a chill creeping up his legs; the knot was back in his stomach.
"I got nothing else.  I need light and I will share my rations.  Three ways until we get off this ship, I just need light, and books if you'd be so gracious," he pointed over to the bookshelf.
"Three ways sounds fair, fair but limiting.  What is to stop my partner and I from throwing you overboard and each getting a few more months of this confined life?"
"You don't know where it is," replied Joe.
"The stockroom, it's full," murmured a deep voice from Joe's other side. It was Frank's first words since coming into the room.
"It was.  I moved it today. You kill me and you won't find it."
"No need for hasty Joe. I was only kidding.  We would be delighted to combine our resources.  You can even stay here tonight," said Gary with a new found charm in his voice.
"No, I'll go back.  But I will share three ways in exchange for light."
Joe heard Frank shifting in his chair and in a second, he heard a match strike the box.  The orange stick lit up Frank's dull, hairy face with a flash and he promptly lit the old lantern.
"Light, as promised," said Gary as Frank passed the lantern to Joe.  
Joe stood up and grabbed it. "Thanks." Now he could see the two men. They were pitiful.  They had fewer cards than he did and he knew it, but he did intend to share.
"Tomorrow morning we will come to your side and collect some food," said Gary as he stood up next to Joe, "and take all the books you want… they are all in Spanish."
He didn't care; he grabbed two books off the shelf, nodded in agreement and let the lantern lead his way out the door.  The wind whipped on the deck, but the lantern was protected by a glass shell and withstood.  Joe walked across the deck briskly and right back downstairs.  Roger squeaked a bit from his pocket. They were both ready to get back.




Chapter nineteen







NET


The dark, rippled water splashed into Silas's mouth.  They both were going up and down like lost buoys on the sea.  The wake from the boat exemplified it.  The light was still blinding; they were stuck like deer in headlights.  Then it was dark.  Quiet.  No motor roaring. The spotlight went out.  They could see the magnificent white silhouette of the boat dancing in the waves to the moonlight.   
"Hello," shouted Silas with a gurgle from the salty sea water.
No response.
"Hello.  Who's there?" shouted Billie even louder.
Then a flash and a "bang" rang out.  Through the moonlight and stars, Silas could see the massive net flying through the air, but it was too late.   The giant net doused him in the water.  He waved his arms and kicked his legs to get out, but it only made it worse. He was like a mosquito stuck in a spider web, only this web would drag him to the sea floor.  He kicked and yelled, but only kept getting sucked down.  His lips barely reaching the air, he poked them out of the water and gulped all the air he could before the heavy lead weights that surrounded the edge of the belt took him under.  He fought with one last chance. He tried to swim down under the net, but only made it worse.  The net plummeted faster and never let off his skin.  The water got darker and darker.  With the last drips of moon light Silas could see a face, a beautiful face.  Billie grabbed the massive net from the outside and swam up with all her might.  Silas kicked his legs in sink.  His arms were so bound and wrapped in the net they were rendered useless.  He plowed his legs through the water with all his force and wiggled his body like a dolphin trying to surface.  They made little ground, only delaying the inevitable for a minor minute.  Billie grabbed with her left hand and swam as hard and as fast with her right hand and feet as she could, but it was no use.  The net was heavy and kept sinking into the black abyss of the ocean.  Billie put both hands on the net and pulled her face down to an inch from Silas's.  His eyes were open and she could barely see the white, but she couldn't miss the terror, the shame, the scared.  The eyes never lied, and neither did Silas's.  Billie pressed her lips to the net and against Silas's forehead and gave a kiss.  She let go.  She swam two strokes up and by that time through the salty dark water, he had already vanished.  The ocean claimed another.  Billie shot up to the surface and gasped for air.  She filled her lungs to the brim and let it out.  She looked at the white boat in the moonlight.  The shadow of a man stood motionless on the back deck of the boat.  Twenty yards away at most.  It froze Billie.  She bobbed up and down in the water, staring right back at him for what felt like minutes.  She was helpless, she couldn't save Silas, and she was at his mercy herself now.  Then the man lifted an arm and pushed something.  A metal screech shot across the water and a sound of an electric winch kicked on.  He was reeling the net in.  Billie breathed heavily up and down in the water.  He was pulling the net up with Silas in it.  She didn't know if he would still be alive or if it had been too long.  She also knew this was a challenge.  The winch whined with a menacing finger nail on chalk board sound and the line tightened slowly, lifting the heavy weight off the ocean floor.  Billie knew the sound, she knew the net, she knew the boat.  This was Silas's boat. He had custom-built the net to retrieve things from the ocean floor.  It had a cannon similar to the effects of a large potato gun that would launch it quickly, with high accuracy.  She watched the shadow. It didn't move, but she felt his eyes.  They were watching, daring her. Swim over here. Your friend is over here.  She became furious.  Her blood boiled to the skin.  Vengeance was due, and it was hers.  She stared into the dark eyes, looking down at her in the dark sky.  She knew it was the Man of the Sea, and she wanted him dead.  She put one arm over the other and grabbed water with each angry hand, kicking her legs like the biggest swim meet of her life. She flew through the water with the grace of a fish and the fury of a great white.  She reached the back of the boat just as the net surfaced with Silas's limp body.  She grabbed the net and held on.  She saw the shadow disappear from the back of the boat before she grabbed the net.  She knew he was hiding and had a plan, but she couldn't let go without a fight.  She straddled the net with both arms and wrapped her strong legs around Silas's body as the net took the final hoist out of the water and onto the deck.  She peered around the net in the air as the tall winch pulled to the final resting spot right over the back left corner of the boat.  They hung there about three feet off the deck, salty water dripping from every inch.  Billie wiped her eyes and kept scanning. Where is he?  The boat had not one light on, Silas was still limp.  She whispered to him, but with no answer.  Her arms and legs were still wrapped around him, like a kid riding on their parents' back.  With no answer from Silas, she thrust up in his stomach.  His lifeless body jerked with her.  She did it again, and again, and again.  His lifeless body folding back and forth like a stuffed animal.  She slid her arms up to his chest and tried again.  She knew if she dropped down and turned her back, he would get her.  She clung on, now pulling back even harder on his chest over and over again.  Staying careful to keep her back to the water and the cabin of the boat in front of her.  Nothing, come on, come on.  No matter how hard she compressed his chest, it didn't work.  She needed to give him air but couldn't through the net. Maybe if she cut him loose, but there was not time.  She buried her head in his back. "Why Silas? Why?" She raised her right hand and slammed her fist into his back with all her rage and anger.  He jerked forward further than ever and her grip slipped on the net and she dropped to the boat deck in a heap, landing square on her but with her back to the wall.  She looked past the net and saw nothing but darkness.  Her hair stood up, she breathed deep, her stomach dropped through the boat floor.  Silas was dead. She couldn't save him.  She stood up behind his limp body and gave him a hug.  With no one to save but herself anymore, her courage shifted.  Now she wanted to survive, to have a fair fight or else flight.  The devil was coming, and she knew it. By herself she would rather brave the sea.  She turned and put her bare foot up on the rail.  Then she heard a cough, followed by a croak, and then a choke, and finally a huge gasp for air.  She turned around to see Silas sucking in air. She smiled for a moment, then she saw the shadow moving behind him.  With a thrust, he pushed Silas into the net with brute force, knocking Billie over the rail and back into the ocean.  Silas wiggled in the net, but he was useless, like a fish would flop on the deck.  Billie splashed, and that was the last Silas saw of her.




Chapter twenty







FOOD STOCK


Joe slept and Roger scurried the night away, squeaking from corner to corner. Joe always found it odd Roger was the only mouse he had ever seen on the ship.  Surely there were others?  He liked to think of Roger as a castaway as well.  Plucked by a great big bird from his family and friends, only to be dropped onto an abandoned ship.  What are the chances?  Better chance that he came in cargo, but to Joe they were both prisoners, cast away from everything they knew and love.  Somehow it made him feel better to think about these things of Roger, but this morning there was no time to delay.  Joe had made friends, but he wasn't too keen on trusting them yet. He wanted to move half the food out of the locked room. That room would remain his secret and his advantage. He spent the first hour of the day going back and forth, moving half the MRE's back to the stockroom. The rest he would keep locked up, just in case.  By nature, Joe felt a little guilty keeping the secret, but he had been had too many times. He knew he had to be selfish or he will get taken on this ship.  As expected, within minutes of Joe finishing up his new friends arrived, eager to check into this side of the boat.   
"Morning Joe," said Frank with Gary right beside.
Joe flashed a smile and returned "Good morning gents".
"It's morning, but nothing good about it.  Where's the food?" asked Gary, as he stepped closer.
"In the stockroom," said Joe, waving his arm behind him, "but it is a good morning, look at all the birds."
Joe pointed to the two seagulls that were swooping overhead.  He hadn't seen a bird since he had been on the ship.
The men ignored his talk about the birds, the only thing on their mind was food.
"Follow me," muttered Frank, almost under his breath as he waved his arm at Gary.
"The birds, we have to be close to land," Joe pointed again as he stood in their way.
"Seagulls can fly one hundred miles a day, it don't mean nothing," said Gary as he nudged past Joe to follow Frank to the storage room.
Joe followed the men into the storage room where the new stacks of MRE's sat.
"There was more yesterday," said Frank with a snort.
"Well, minus the ones you took and yes, plus I restacked it."
"Still, there was more," asserted Frank. Now both men faced Joe with their arms crossed.
"This is what I got, Frank, and two-thirds is yours."
"I thought about it, and I think this all belongs to us," chipped in Gary as he ran a hand through his beard.
"We made a deal," said Joe with his voice getting louder.
"A one-way deal you got, and we gave.  This is mine," as he finished talking Gary brandished a colt pistol from behind his back and pointed it at Joe.
Joe's eyes went red. He saw it coming, but it still made his blood boil.
"Your shit mate, both of you.  Barely better than him," he said, pointing out towards the sea.
"Out of good faith, I will let you keep ten. After ten days, you can come see me for more," said Gary as Frank began filling a burlap sack.
Joe was speechless, boiling inside.  He had the derringer tucked behind him, but he didn't want to reveal his cards yet.
Frank walked past with the first sack and Joe headed out of the storage room behind him.  Before another word was said or step taken, Joe's world went dark.




Chapter twenty-one







TWISTED SISTER


The Man of the Sea had drug Silas to the bed net and all.  He kicked, screamed and spit the whole way but the man never wavered.  His thick legs formed from years on the sea chugged as reliably as an old tugboat.  His huge forearms hoisted the net containing Silas on the bed with the ease of hanging the day's catch on a hook.  The man was old and rugged, but he was strong.  Silas studied him, his machine-like moves.  He knew without a doubt the bastard had never felt love in any form.   
"What do you want from me?" asked Silas with his lips pursed through the salty checkered net.
For the first time, the Man of the Sea made eye contact.  He stopped and faced Silas.  His black eyes shot right through Silas all the way the way to the ocean floor.  His stare was as hollow and plain as a starless night.  He was empty.  
He shouted this time, "What do you fucking want from me?"
The man's yellow teeth peeked through his thick beard for a flash of a smile and then he replied,"You were a good foe, and you would have lived fine if you left me alone."
"You're on my boat," replied Silas, tangled in the net like a straightjacket.
"I never fuck with fisherman, unless they fuck with me."
"You killed my brother, you asshole."
"Your brothers alive, or he was…"
Silas's eyes lit up wide. "What do you mean?"
"He's on a long float, but I gave the kid a chance.  Better than I should give you."
"Where is he?" Silas wiggled with anger.
"I already told you."
"Let me go, tell we were he is.  I will give you everything. I have lots of money."
"You don't get it, do you?" Growled the old man with the rasp of a sixty-year smoker.
"No, where's my brother? I have money!"
"Your brother's on a ship that's been lost at sea for almost 40 years, but I'd worry about yourself."
"Let me go. I will give you everything."
"I liked you better as a fisherman."
"Me too, until you fucked that up."
"I leave an honest fisherman alone. You got in my business."
"Why? Because I saved a little girl's life?"
"A rich little wench's life, you mean?"
"No, I mean a little girl."
"Greed infects even the young ones. It ruins the world and everything that is good."
"Is that why you kill? You hate the rich?"
"That's why I kill the rich.  Anyone who takes more than they need.  Anyone who takes more than they contribute.  Nobody has ever worked hard enough to earn a billion dollars, somewhere, sometime you had to fuck someone over, or your parents did, or their parents did.  Generational greed."
"Not worthy of murder."
"Life is fickle. Sometimes the scales need a balance."
"" I'll tip them in your favor. Let me go."
"I don't give a shit about your money," scorned the man as he left the bedroom where Silas was trapped.
Silas wiggled and twisted and managed to roll all the way onto his back.  He was trapped in the heavy weighted net, a net he made on his own. He knew the weight and strength.  It was designed to pull pieces of ship wrecks up from the ocean floor. It was strong.  He thrashed some more and got his arms above his head, but then the man returned with a strap.  He hooked it to one side and threw it over the bed. Silas kicked at him, but it was a hollow attempt.  The man worked around the bed and pulled the strap tight over Silas's chest, pinning him next to the bed.  Once tight, the man cranked on the ratchet strap. Silas felt it tighten and squeeze every inch of air out of his compressed lungs.  Tighter and tighter, the man didn't stop until it depressed Silas chest to almost level with the mattress. Silas could feel one wrong wiggle or jerk could crack a rib, puncture a lung, and he was losing feeling to his feet within seconds. He screeched out in pain despite his best effort to keep it in.  Finally, the man stopped watching and locked it closed.
"That'll stop your moving."
"Why kill me?" Silas gurgled out with the loudest tone possible and it came out as a whisper.
"I'm just the courier."
"You're the judge and jury too. Kill the rich, you whiny fuck."
The man turned around and put his large dirty hand on the ratchet and cranked twice more against great resistance, like the final clicks on a solid load.
Silas felt a crack in the ribs and pain radiated from his head to his feet.  He screamed at the man with the little of lung power he had left.
"You'd learn to shut your mouth and this will hurt less."
It hurt like hell, but that was nothing to the mental.  He could endure physical pain, but the mental was tough.  Joe was alive.  He was alive and Silas didn't find him.  He failed his brother, and the only thing he could think about is where he was and how to find him.  But he had to focus, he had to get out of the immediate and it wasn't looking good, not to mention Billie went overboard, at night with no life vest.  Silas wanted to talk, to ask questions, but he couldn't get the breath to get a word.  His chest could barely rise and he was quickly getting light-headed and dizzying from lack of oxygen.
But Silas kept his mouth shut and the man again left the room.
Silas managed to slow his breathing down, he was strapped down like a patient to a gurney.  The swells of the sea had gained, over the last few hours, the waves had tripled in size.  The boat heaved back and forth, but Silas couldn't budge.  He wiggled his fingers, then his wrists, but he was stuck.  His legs were still free, but he couldn't wiggle down with how tight the ratchet strap was across his chest.  The boat's bow chugged up over the waves and then splashed back down to the bottom.  Over and over again the three foot waves pounded the hull.  He heard reports of a tropical storm forming the week before, but had planned to be home long before it developed.  They may have been too late, he wasn't sure, but the way the air turned cold and fresh, the sky got dark and the waves whipped–he had seen it before.  With the man out of sight, Silas tried to kick his legs up towards the ceiling.  He carefully timed it as the boat climbed the crest of the wave. He would launch his legs upright before it crashed down to the bottom of the wave.  This was his boat. He knew that above the bed, in his false light, was a knife and a gun.  If only he could get to it.  With every ensuing kick of his legs, he felt his chest compress even more; he knew he must have cracked a rib, and the pain was great.  He bit his lip and lunged his legs again, just grazing the light fixture.   
"GRRRR..." he grunted as his legs hit the mattress...
The door flung back open and Lucky barged through.
"The sea is angry. If you're lucky, you'll see your brother in a few hours," and before Silas could respond, he left the room and closed the door.
Silas was dumbfounded, speechless, shocked. You name it.  He couldn't believe it.  Was it true?  Did he mean they'd both be dead?  
Silas laid still with his mind more confused than ever.  The man's words took the wind out of his plan to escape, but they also gave him a glimmer of hope.  Now he didn't know whether to keep trying to get the gun and get free?  Or accept his fate, quit fighting and be taken to his brother?  
But could he really trust his words, would he really see Joe?  




Chapter twenty-two







THEY WON’T LET ME OUT


Joe sat in the dark.  He was getting used to it. Roger squeaked here and there, but Joe had no food to ease Roger's pain.  He had no food to ease his own, for that matter.  They took his food and tossed him into the cargo hold.  There was the smallest sliver of light coming through the large cargo draw door.  One riveted seam that the rust had perfectly penetrated.  The ship door's weakest point was Joe's greatest blessing, and he was thankful for it, without, it would be pitch black.  His eyes had adjusted a bit, but it was still hard to see, fortunately he knew the room he was in.  He knew there was a raft and flares, but he also knew there was no food or water.  They intended to kill Joe.  Greed and self-perseverance would be the motivation.  There was enough food for three, but it would last longer with two.  Joe had feared it would happen. He just didn't think so soon.  He had been outwitted again, and he was getting sick of it.  He saw it coming but didn't plan right, or maybe he just wasn't as smart as he thought.  He petted Roger's head with a gentle stroke.  The mighty ship was starting to toss, Joe felt the metal under his butt getting cooler to the touch, the pressure drops in the air.  A big storm was brewing.  He was in a tin coffin.  If the storm was finally angry enough to take down the ghost ship, he would go with it. 
Joe had a bigger decision, and he was sick of waiting.  The others had told him of land and a lighthouse they would pass soon.  He knew it was the longest shot, but if he could get the door down, he could use the life raft and float away.  He sat there with Roger and they were faced with the worst decision of their life.  Stay put in the dark and hope the men take mercy or to find a way out.  Or try to get the door down and take an inflatable raft twenty years past its prime into the open ocean in the middle of a storm.  Joe didn't want to wait.  The way the ship was heaving, the storm was building.  He didn't want to miss the land; it was supposed to be this morning when they went by and he knew his window was closing.  That in itself was a hope and a prayer.  It could have been nothing more than bad information from bad people.  Joe was bitter at them, but he wasn't surprised.  He knew he would die in this hollow shell if he didn't try, so he and Roger went to work.  
In the small amount of light, Joe cracked open the chest that stored the raft.  He pulled it out of the box and laid it on the metal floor.  Next, he rummaged around the bottom of the storage box under where the raft was and he found two flares.  He didn't want to waste a flare, but he needed light and badly.  He lit up one flare and orange glowed off of every wall in the large room.  Joe immediately looked into the box and grabbed the other flare and tucked it in his pocket.  Then he also grabbed the paddles and life vests out of the bin.  There was one throwable circle life ring with faded red letters, "RESCATE," he pulled it out and put it in the pile of lifevests.  Last thing he saw in there was a three-quarter full five-gallon jug of water.  It had been sitting for years on end, but it was water without salt. He didn't know if it was safe, but it was worth bringing.  He set the paddles, vests, water and a first aid kit that was in the bin next to the raft, then he looked up at the ceiling and saw the chains that held the door up.  The ship listed heavily from left back to right, the old steel groaning with each crash.  Without being under power, it tossed at the mercy of every wave.  Joe could tell this was not an ordinary storm.  He had yet to hear any thunder or lightning, but the waves had easily become the biggest he had felt.  He was tossed back and forth across the empty floor.  Large chains held the door up.  One on each side, running through a pulley and into separate electric winches.  With no power, this was an issue.  No ladder to get up there.  Joe had only one hope, a two-shot derringer.  The men never searched Joe, they just tossed him and his gun into the room.  Joe's only chance might be to shoot the chains.  He didn't even know if the gun would fire after all these years and he was no Annie Oakley. It would take a stroke of dumb luck.  Joe looked up again. The ceiling was fifteen to twenty feet tall.  The tallest room on the ship only because it was the cargo entry.  Joe also knew if that door came down in these waves … the ship will sink and the men on board will die.  They left him for dead, but this still weighed on him heavily.  He didn't want anyone to die, those men were left in desperation and he knew it.  Maybe they weren't bad, maybe they were. Joe didn't feel fit to be the judge.  Before his flare burned out, he put on his life vest and went over and pull the rip cord on the raft.  "Whoosh! " it immediately sprung to life and Joe jumped back. He was half startled it still worked after all these years, but he was relieved.  The raft blew up to full size, with room enough for about six people.  The orange life saver had the same word as the life ring printed large on all four sides, "RESCATE," only they were in yellow.  It filled the floor in the room, and Joe immediately put everything from the bins into his new raft.  
Next, he lit up another flare and looked up at the chains that ran across the rusted metal ceiling.  They were heavy duty, and both mounted to eye bolts on opposite sides of the door.  Joe climbed up on the large crate that still had the raft inside and aimed his pistol at the chain that held the door up.  The smooth derringer rattled in his hands as he gripped it tight and took aim.  His finger trembling as he squeezed, bang.  The shot smashed through the chain and ricocheted off the walls like a pinball in a can. The heavy-duty chain swung to a crashing stop against the door.  Joe jumped in excitement, and he cracked the third smile he had had in a very long time.  One down and one to go. He couldn't believe that worked so well, and he made the shot.  He jumped off the crate and double checked all the contents of the raft.   He knew when he shot the other chain, the door would slam open to the ocean and the water would rush in.  He sucked in a huge breath and looked around the room for a moment.  He gave a couple scratches to Roger's head, who was busy spinning circles in his front pocket. "Here goes nothing, Rog," he shut the lid and jumped up onto the other box in the room, raising the pistol and taking aim at the chain.  This time, his hand was stronger and steadier.  He squinted one eye and then exhaled and squeezed the trigger.  "Bang," the chain snapped and Joe jumped off the box right into the raft with a perfect landing.  The chain slammed against the door and the sound echoed the chamber.  Except. The door didn't move.  It didn't work.  Joe dropped down to his butt and looked at the door and the chains that laid limp.  He couldn't see anything he had missed.  He shook his head up and down, "Rusted shut, it must be rusted shut Roger," he started to laugh and within seconds, it turned into a whimper.  Then he heard the familiar crease of old hinges pierce his ears. The door opened, but not the cargo door…
Joe raised up the Derringer and waiting for the figure to appear.
"We mean no harm," echoed through the doorway.  Joe recognized the voice.
"Then why did you lock me in here?"
"That was Frank's idea, and frankly a bad one," explained Gary as he tried to make a badly timed joke.
Joe knew he was full of it. He knew them for all of two days and he knew Frank hadn't had an idea in his life.
"Gary, I just find that hard to believe,"  Joe kept the unloaded Deringer steady as he watched the doorway.
"We just want to know why you're shooting up the boat?"
"I'm getting out of here, that's why."
"Leaving us for dead." Gary had his arm up and leaned in the doorway right behind Frank.
"Like you did me?  No, I will regret it, but you can come with me. We will make it to the nearest land."
It was quiet for a minute. Joe's question floored them and filled them with a whole new set of questions.
"Can we come in, kid? Without getting shot?" Gary was quick to add.
"Unarmed, leave your weapons and come in," hollered Joe, keeping the Derringer in the doorway.
Frank weaseled through the doorway, being carefully prodded by Gary, who stayed one step behind.  Gary was smart, if Joe had bullet's Gary was shielded behind Frank.  
"Lower the gun, kid."  Gary and Frank raised their hands to show they were empty.
Joe obliged and lowered the gun.
"What's your plan?" Gary asked, but his mind was ten steps ahead.  He had already analyzed the raft, the supplies, and the broken chains.
"I want to raft to the land you saw."
"That's just a hunch, kid!" said Gary, grasping at air.
"I have been chasing hunches and throwing punches and landing flat on my face. It's gotta work out sometime.  Sometime I have to be right," Joe leaned his shoulders back and puffed his chest a bit.  The pep talk was for himself mostly, but he needed luck like never before.
"Kid, Joe, I am telling you there is less than a fifty percent chance we see that land again.  I saw it the last two years and I still cannot explain why we drift around Cuba, if this is, in fact, Cuba.  But if we pass it a third year, well that would be unheard of," 
Frank looked at his feet while Joe chewed on Gary's words.  He didn't know.  Maybe he was two hundred miles from shore, or maybe he was two.  He was rocked, the legs of his plan were crumbling through his fingers, but yet he didn't want to back down.
"Then why did you bring it up?"
"It's just a hunch.  A hunch that maybe there is a current around Cuba that keeps us circling."  
"Isn't that the best we got, and what about the birds?  Those are the first birds I've seen!"  Joe's voice was rising like angry tide.
"It's death, kid, with a two percent chance of survival."
"What's the ship's survival rate?"
"Undetermined, but longer with fewer people."
"Well, Frank, what do you think?" Joe asked as he gave a quick point of the Derringer at him to let him know it was his turn to speak.
Frank looked up from his feet with deep, dark eyes and a worn face and replied, "If you want to fight the ocean, be my guest."
"We're fucking dead here!  You guys know that, right?" Shouted Joe with his hands.
"You're dead out there. Feel those swells?"  replied Gary, pointing at the large metal cargo door.
The three men had been so used to being tossed about at sea it took a while to notice, but the ships heaving was getting stronger with every minute.  The small sliver of light that Joe had been using was now wet from the huge waves pounding the hull.  Large squirts of salty water splashed through every few minutes.
"What if there's land, real fucking land!"  shouted Joe as the first big thunder rattled the bones of the huge floating can.
Gary and Frank looked at each other. The situation was bad. Joe could tell they were undecided.  
Joe tucked the gun in his pants and walked over to Gary and Frank.
"I've dreamt of the ocean my whole life.  It's salt pours through my body, I feel it's soul.  I am not afraid of mother ocean."
Joe stepped closer and pointed two fingers at Gary's face. "I would rather brave the sea and die at her hands than by some lunatic in a boat."
He scanned over to Frank and back to Gary.  
"Are you coming with me?"
"No, and you ain't opening that hatch or we all sink,"  asserted Gary, pointing two fingers right back.
Joe just laughed for once and covered his eyes.  He couldn't sit here any longer, and he couldn't understand how they couldn't want to go.  He could tell Gary wasn't the type to go with someone else's plan, it didn't suit him.  
"The doors already open, chains are broken - it's just rusty," replied Joe, pointing to the chains with his hands before his smirk vanished.
Frank and Gary looked at the door and saw the slide locks on the side retracted and the chains broken. Joe was right, it was only a matter of time before the hatch gave way.  
"There is a second raft. We can blow it up," Joe pointed to the closed case.
Gary muttered something to Frank and Frank headed back towards the door.  Then the biggest wave yet trounced the side of the ship and a gush of water blew through the door like the blowhole in a whale.  Frank fell back into the raft, grabbing Gary on the way down.  The ship rocked back and the sound of sheared old metal pierced their ears through the thunder and waves; the hatchway gave and crashed down into the dark water. Freedom.
Gary and Frank fell down into the raft by chance and they were whisked away in an instant.  The large wave smashed the side of the boat, loosening the rust and in the lull between the waves, the heavy door crashed down.  The next wave came in and in an instant water filled the cargo chamber with a shotgun force.  The big raft floated to the top, with Gary and Frank in it.  As the water rushed, Joe got slammed into the back wall of the cargo hold and he was under water before he could blink an eye.  As the boat rocked back down, the water flew out of the hold and carried the raft right with it. Joe flew back and landed on the other unopened raft box on the other side of the room.  Joe was shaken up, but only a few yards from the door.  He got to his feet and pried at the lid on the raft box, but before it opened, another wave pounded into the cargo bay, this time filling it to the top.  Joe again got tossed in the wave and slammed into the back wall.  Then, as the boat rocked back, the water flew out of the cargo and back into the open ocean, this time taking Joe with it. 
Joe washed out the side of the once mighty ship.  The ocean showed the ghost vessel no mercy, tossing it back and forth like a kite in the wind.  Joe was swept yards away and then thrown back towards the ship in the mammoth waves.  The ocean was angry; the sky was angry, and Joe was lost.  He fought just to keep his head above the waves. The life vest he put on was the only thing keeping him alive in the violent seas.  He could not see more than a few feet through the heavy rain.  The sun was smothered by a comforter of dark, dense clouds that wept buckets of rain with a windy vengeance.  Joe was tossed like a pair of jeans in a washing machine.  Up and down the swells he could see the home he left was listing badly from water pouring in the hatch.  It was only a matter of time before the ship would finally meet its undeniable fate.  Joe didn't try to swim. Which way would you go?  He couldn't see the sun; he didn't even know what ocean he was in.   His vest kept his lips just above the water, but the waves were so violent he bobbed under after each crest and tasted the salt with each dunk.  Like a needle in a haystack, with no light in his vest; rescue was not an option.  He hadn't seen any sign of the raft that Frank and Gary took; in a strange way he still hoped they would make it.  The rain did give him a chance to drink.  As the mighty waves picked him up, he would open his mouth and catch the fresh, sweet water before pluming back down with a crash. After he calmed down he finally thought about Roger.  He reached for his front pocket, but it was empty!  The tiny mouse, his only friend in the world must have washed out of his pocket.  Joe kicked his feet and flopped his arms for a while and finally he gave up.  There was no chance of finding Roger in this wet hell.  He lay back and let the vest just keep his bobbing head above the water.  No land in sight. He was defeated.  Joe had never given up, but what was left.  He felt his last chances fleeting as he struggled to keep his mouth above water.  All hope was lost and he finally was sick of battling to survive.  Within minutes in the violent sea, he already knew death was imminent, and he had no fire left inside him to prolonge it. He reached for the top of the three clasps on his life vest.  He squeezed the sides, and it released.  He moved his hand down to the second clasp, squeezed and released it. The life vest sprawled out and Joe sank a little lower in the water.  He could no longer see the ship that he so wrongfully called home.  No land on the horizon and a dark electric sky sunk him.  He felt his front pocket and Roger was gone.  He must have washed out in the waves.  Joe had nothing left.  He looked up at the black endless sky and shouted, "IM SORRY SILAS."  
He reached down and unclipped his last buckle on his life vest.  His vest came off and danced away in the waves.  Joe treaded water for a few seconds, then he took a deep breath and went still.





Chapter twenty-three







IN THE HOLD


Silas rode in silence.  He was strapped to his own bed in his own boat and yet he was a prisoner again.  He had quit fighting.  Maybe the Man of the Sea was smart, or just maybe he was sincere.  Silas wanted to see Joe.  He couldn't get his words out of his head, but he knew he shouldn't trust him.   Why would he?  But yet he did. He quit squirming; he didn't try for the gun. He just sat and thought about seeing Joe and maybe they could figure it out together.  
He could feel the waves picking up from down below.  He had good sea legs, but it was getting so violent even his stomach was feeling it.  After what felt like hours, Silas swore he felt the boat turn around. It was the first change he had felt on the ride.  He couldn't help but wonder if they were there, or at least close?  Before any more questions filled his head, the Man burst through the door.
"Ships gone, your brothers probably dead…"  muttered the man with zero emotion, his black lifeless eyes looking straight through Silas.
"What," is all Silas could mutter, but the man wasted no time and left the room.  
"FUCK YOU!"  shouted Silas as loud as his squished lungs would let out.
He flailed like a fish.  The pain was unreal, but he didn't care anymore.  He kicked his legs higher and harder.  Sharp pained pierced through his chest and out to the tip of every extremity.  Yet he kicked again and again until finally…
He knocked the fake light open and down fell the gun, the knife, his passport, cash and Gustavo's letter.  All the items fell right on top of him.  The gun landed in his lap; the knife hit his belly and rolled off to the side.  The letter, passports, and cash were scattered.  Like the boat, the gun was his–but he couldn't have it.  It sat there useless.  He wiggled his hands under the tight straps, but it was useless. He kicked his legs up together, but that only rocked it.  He could feel just the end of the whalebone knife's handle with the end of his index finger, but he could not grab it.  Before he could think of a better idea, the man came back into the room.  His eyes widened when he saw the gun on Silas's lap. He immediately ran over and grabbed it.
He held it firmly and looked at Silas with a small headshake.  Silas stared right back at him.  
"Shoot me already, you fucking coward," Silas said with flames in his eyes.
The mans cracked lips parted and his yellow jagged teeth peered through, as if the notion was funny, "Hopeless, you and your fucking friends" is all he muttered.  The man looked at the light hanging open from the ceiling and back down to Silas who lay helpless on the bed.  He turned and walked out of the room with the gun in hand.  Silas felt tingles through his arms, the legs like little needles, his extremities were going numb from the loss of blood flow.  He wiggled his fingers as much as he could through the giant swells.  The boat heaved up and down at the mercy of the sea.  Every time the boat smashed back down on a wave; the knife moved a little.  Now he could get two fingers on it, he kept working it–wave after wave.  The straps went across his chest and at his waist, and his arms were pinned at his sides.  His hands from the wrist down were his only movement he could make with his arms.  He thought about what he said about his friends. He worried about Billie, but he was no help now.  He kept wiggling his fingers and inching the knife closer. It was working. He had half the handle in his hand. He still hadn't figured out how to turn it around.   He tried to turn it up with his hand but the straps were so tight, through his concentration he barely noticed the size of the swells had greatly reduced. The boat was barely rocking and now the motor was a quiet hum.  It went off like a bulb in his head. They were pulling into a harbor.  Silas worked his fastest with his thumb and index finger to flip the knife up and against the strap.  Finally he got it, but he felt the boat come to a stop.  Adrenaline shot through his veins and his previously numb appendages were working with a new energy. His heart thumped against the strap that pinned him to the bed.  Sweat filled his eyes as he worked the knife against the strap one eighth an inch at a time.  He couldn't see his progress or if, in fact, he was cutting, but he kept his two fingers going back and forth and he heard the sound of fibers separating with his short strokes.  He worked faster and harder, keeping an eye on the door.  No sign of the devil, but he knew time would be limited.  He cut and cut and then the big motor came to life.  Silas felt the force against his body as the big boat surged out of the water and full throttle to the right. The momentum threw the knife and his hopes to the floor.  The giant boat bounced through the smaller waves of the harbor at a hard right turn.  Silas couldn't be certain, but it felt like the boat throttle was full boar and the wheel was stuck to all the was to the right.  The massive boat jumped through the harbor, spinning a circle churning up a huge wake.  The storm outside was still violent, the skies black and the ocean as menacing as a great white about to bite.  Silas laid strapped to the giant boat, driving in a circle full throttle in the harbor until it stopped in a sudden and powerful crash through the dock and into the rocky shore at full speed.  The motor went quiet, and the boat went dark, as mother nature and all her fury raged on in the tropical backdrop.




Chapter twenty-four







ABANDONED LIGHTHOUSE


He drifted under the sea with his eyes clinched tight.  The relentless swells moved his body like it were no bigger than a plastic bottle, the strength of the ocean unmatched and unwavering.  Small doesn't begin to describe the feeling.  He floated calm, mostly underwater, but on occasion at the top of the crest his head would surface and pure instinct would take over.  His lips would naturally and frantically grasp and suck for air.  He had to fight to die.  She would not take him silently, or peacefully.  Joe grasped a lung full and instinctually, his salty eyelids stretched open as he crested another huge swell.  Through the salt and sea, he saw something.  The waves crashed him back down and under, this time he swam.  He saw something and now he had to see it again.  He pushed hard with his arms to bring his head to the surface as the next wave picked him up like a strong wind sweeps a butterfly.  He saw it again.  A dark silhouette, a tower peeking out over the waves.  Joe suddenly was alive again.  Adrenaline shot through his every pore like a wave of electricity in his veins.  His mind cleared, and he focused in.  He swam with the mighty waves and fought to stay on top.  The salt water adds buoyancy and without the life vest, Joe needed the help.  He kicked and grabbed water with all his might and he fought as if his energy wasn't just that of merely a depleted castaway; but rather of an Olympic swimmer.  He found a new purpose and although he tossed like a toy boat; he was merely yards from the leaning, decrepit lighthouse. That was his last hope.  It sat like a mighty life boat, or heavenly island and with a big wave Joe crashed on its half-submerged steps.  The mighty waves broke around the fatigued structure, but it held strong.  Joe smashed with the force of a car wreck into the faded bricks at the base of the lighthouse.   He crumpled and sighed from the blunt force, but he grabbed on with cats' might.  The waves broke around in a dizzying ten-foot spray but Joe locked on and held the bricks tight.  As the swell retreated, Joe dropped down the side of the lighthouse nearly fifteen feet. He lost his grip but held the wall with outstretched arms and ran his figure down the ridges of the bricks, he could not let go.  The next wave came with a ferocity he hadn't felt before.  He dug his nails in as it lifted him up the side of the lighthouse testing every ounce of his strength  He held with all his might until the surging wave retreated and he slid back down the side of the lighthouse as a bear would slide down a giant sequoia tree.  He repeated this, gripping with every fiber of energy left. He knew this concrete pillar out of the sea was his last and only chance at life.  Every wave rode him up like an elevator and back down.  He didn't know how long he could hold on.  Through the storm, Joe looked up and down the lighthouse and could not find any place to get inside.  The entire lighthouse was leaning to the side, and it appeared that the heavy seas had raised up past wherever the door once was.  Joe held on, getting battered against the brick, and then as the swells retreated and regained strength, it would pull him away like a giant vacuum, but Joe held on.  He knew he had to find an entrance to the lighthouse, his grip would fail and he would be tossed to the sea.  The next swell pushed hard and lifted him like an elevator half way up the leaning lighthouse.  This time, Joe used the energy of the sea to slide around the lighthouse.  He inched his fingers in the cracks and dug his long nails in until they bled.  He had moved a few feet before the swell retreated and dropped him to the bottom of the lighthouse. Joe held on and slid down the rough, barnacled surface.  He felt the tiny shells slice through his body like little razers as he went up and down, but he became numb to it.  As he hit the bottom of the wave, his feet and hands sliding down the lighthouse, all of a sudden, his feet lost the bricks.  He leaned back and grasped tighter than his legs went into the void in the wall.  It was a doorway or a window just below the waterline.  He couldn't see it, but he felt it, or at least felt the absence of wall below his feet.  Joe dug his nails back into the wall, harder than ever, and used his feet to scale up with the next wave.  He had to take his chance between the next wave.  As the massive swell ripped past, Joe took a huge gulp of air and used his hands to push down the wall as fast as he could with the dip between waves.  He pushed hard and dunked his head under water at the low point and pushed down with his hands until they reached the void of the wall.  While underwater, with zero visibility, Joe grabbed the hollow concrete frame and with the last burst of all his might, he pulled his body into the dark concrete hole in a leaning rundown tower in the middle of the ocean. 




Chapter twenty-five







THE SAME ANGEL


His eyes slowly opened as he heard the voice of an angel.  Then, to his faded view, the most beautiful face he had ever seen appeared.  There was a cloud around her head, like a face in a mysterious fog.  He didn't know where he was. He couldn't see the room, only the voice and that beautiful face.  "Silas," he heard his name sweetly and slowly drip off her lips.  She was calling him and he wanted to go. So beautiful, so comforting.  Then just as he went to speak, the pain set in; his head hurt, badly, and so did his body.  He shook his head, and the cloud started to disappear, but not that face; it was Billie.  "Silas,"  she put her hands on his shoulders.  Her touch healed his pain for the slightest second and he tried to smile, but that hurt.  "You only lived because you were strapped down,"  Silas looked down to see Darien at the other side working to cut the ratchet strap.  He was foggy at what happened, but started to piece it together as the fog in his mind cleared.  The straps came loose, and it felt like a huge pressure released, like undoing a belt after a big meal and a really long day.  He sighed but still writhed in pain. Everything hurt and just then he realized how damaged the boat was.  The bed was almost to the ceiling. He could kiss it from where he laid.  Darien and Billie had to climb through the mangled boat to get to him.  The bed sat in the front of the boat and the rocks had crushed in the hull but the bed held together. He was lucky.  Darien and Billie helped Silas slide get up from the bed and helped him to his feet, but he immediately curdled back down to his knees. Just past the bed was the rocky shore and then ten yards back sat the back half of the boat. It had completely broken into two pieces.  Darien grabbed Silas and slung him over his shoulder.  Silas shrugged in pain and in surprise that another man was strong enough to pick him right up.  Darien carefully walked on the rocks over to the sandy beach behind them.  He found cover from a few palm trees and set Silas down in the sand.  Blood and rain water dripped from his head, arms, legs, but he was alive.   
"How did you find me?" he asked as Billie sat down next to him and Darien stood over.
"We followed you," said Billie, putting a hand on Silas's thigh, "for a long time."
"Where are we?" said Silas as he wiped the blood that streaked across his eyes.
"Cuba," said Darien, as he looked out at the empty beach.
Silas looked back at his boat; the waves relentlessly pounded the debris that was his vessel. It sat reduced to driftwood planks loosely held together as it fought the rocks.
"I can't believe you found me," Silas looked at Darien and then Billie, "he said we were going to a ship; and Joe was alive."
Billie wrapped her arm around Silas. "He's full of shit."
"Maybe," Silas said with a tilt of his head and then he put his hands down into the sand to boost himself up.  Before he could get to his feet, he fell back down on his butt again.
"You better take a minute," said Darien, pointing down to Silas.
"I grabbed these out of your boat," said Billie as she handed them to Silas.
It was his passport, the ivory-handled knife, and the letter from Gustavo.
Silas grabbed them and looked down at his name on the sealed envelope.
"Who is that from?" asked Billie.
"Gustavo," replied Silas with a scoff.
"Are you going to read it?"
"No," said Silas as he crumpled it and threw it on the ground.
"Well, don't litter," scolded Billie as she grabbed the crumpled-up envelope.
"Are you going to pick up my boat too?" asked Silas.
The joke wasn't funny and Billie nor Darien laughed.
"We can stay in the boat in the harbor, but the seas are too rough," said Darien, pointing out to his boat through the rain.
"We gotta find that ship," said Silas.
"Needle in a haystack kid, where would we look?" said Darien, putting his hands in the air. "and tonight is suicide.   Hurricane is coming, and it's strong."
That was the first Silas knew they were in a hurricane. He nodded his head as to accept the defeat of Darien's words.
"We look when the storm passes?" asked Silas.
Darien nodded and Billie locked arms with Silas,
"Let me help you up." 
Silas grimaced a bit, but got to his feet with Billie and Darien's help.  
They made their way back to Darien's boat and stayed in the shelter of the harbor.
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The inside of Darian's boat had not changed, panties still covered about every inch of wall down stairs and the scent of cat waste filled every nostril full of airspace—Darian was numb to it.  He helped Silas lay in his bed and he and Billie sat on the edge.  Billie opened the crumpled letter from Gustavo. "I am going to read it." it was clear she was not asking permission.  Silas didn't argue.
Dear Silas,
Words cannot express my regret about what I have done.  Emory held all the cards, and I felt I had no choice. That does not clear or justify my actions.  
I am a piece of shit.
I have never felt more regret for something I have done and I am so sorry about your brother. I merely wanted to scare you both out of the Keys, for Emory–not for me.
I have thought long and hard about how I can help.  I myself cannot, but growing up in Cuba had its advantages.  And although I can never ask your forgiveness, I will do anything I can to get the insurmountable guilt off my shoulders and help you in the smallest way. So, I will tell you today; 
The Man of the Sea is real.
My friend is a Cuban fisherman and the best man I've ever known.–he will help you find the monster.  Nothing happens in the waters of Cuba that he doesn't know about. I have not told him anything, but he will help you as if you were me. Ask for Pechuga.
His number is: 53-919-4123-8374  
He is expecting your phone call.
Take care, my friend, and I am eternally sorry for all I have done.
I hope the good lord shows you and your brother an iguana of luck.
If I can be any help, please let me know.
Gustavo
Billie folded up the letter and looked at Silas in silence.
"It's a trap," said Silas without hesitation.
"It's a phone call," replied Billie.
"My last phone call cost two thousand, a boat and a jet-ski."
"Then I will call," said Billie as she locked in on Silas's eyes.
He nodded with approval and she headed up to the wheel house to use the satellite phone.
Billie looked out the dusty windows and saw the lightning paint the sky and carve its way through the clouds like wild veins of electricity.  The sea was still surging and the wind gusts on the sea had to be 80 knots, but in the harbor, nestled behind the hills the waves and winds were sustainable.  They had good shelter for the night and for the hurricane.  Billie picked up the satellite phone and dialed the number.  
Someone answered on the other end but did not speak.
"Pechuga?" asked Billie…




Chapter twenty-six







THE LEANING TOWER


Joe shot through the black hole with an extra boost from the incoming waves. He was blinded, between the salt water in his eyes and the dark skies or deep concrete structure—there was no visibility.  Joe held in his breath and felt around in the hole with his hands.  Finally they plopped down onto what felt like concrete steps.  He kicked with his legs, but kept his hands on the steps and walked up them under water.  He pulled his way up the circular concrete steps until his head emerged from the water and he took a huge breath of the fresh hurricane air.  Joe continued climbing the steps until he was to his feet.  Once above the water and on his feet, he could see again, not far, or well, but he could see.  He wiped the salt out of his eyes with his equally salty hands.  The concrete spiral staircase was run down, most of the walls once flat, they now showed deep cracks and voids in the concrete where the twisted rebar was exposed.  Joe kept his right hand on the wall and felt its rough, cratered surface.  Every time lightning struck, the stairwell lit up for a split second and there were so many cracks and chunks missing that it looked like fireflies decked the lighthouse walls.  Joe kept climbing the stairs, and it continued to get brighter until he reached the top, which had a metal grate platform that was rusted through in multiple places.  Joe gently put a toe on the crumbling metal before each step.  He got firm footing and spun around to look out at all sides.  The sky was rippled like a black and gray sheet; the waves raged and the wind blew so hard Joe thought he could feel the whole light house shutter on the bigger gusts.  All the glass had been broken out long ago.  The light in the middle was covered in rust, as was anything metal from years of salt air and sea.  This was a small light house, so small it was never occupied.  It must have been to warn of a reef or land nearby, but Joe thought with the short stature of the lighthouse–he must be near shore, but nothing was visible.  The rain heaved in heavy coats like thick paint dumped from the clouds, wind pushed it from one way to the next.  The fresh water blew through the open top and Joe put his hands out to grasp handfuls of fresh rain water.  He did this at least thirty times; he was so thirsty.  It hit him all of a sudden, not that his life was not hanging in the grasp, his body could once again recognize thirst.  As he hugged the side of the lighthouse, the simple but necessary thought never had time to cross his mind.  He rabidly filled his hands another thirty times with the fresh, sweet water–it had never tasted this good.  He filled his mouth to the brim and the clean water trickled down and washed the salt out of his beard.  Joe kept looking in all directions, with no sun and no clue where he was. Any way could be south and any way could be land.  He was disorientated to the point that he didn't know what side of the lighthouse he came in on.  He kept scanning but saw nothing but endless ocean and growing swells.  Joe could tell the storm had only begun. The waves kept growing in size in what felt like every minute.  The sound of violent, turbulent water echoed up the stairwell with each wave.  Splashing further and further up the stairs before its rapid whitewater retreat.  Joe saw no food, no supplies upstairs.  He knew he messed up taking off his life jacket, but he was past kicking himself.  His biggest loss was that of his friend Roger. He felt himself in grief over the thought of Roger lost at sea or a mere snack for a fish.  The only thing that survived the shipwreck and ensuing swim was the last flare from 1950. It stayed in his pocket through the waves.  He didn't know if it would still work, and even if it did; who would see it? 
Joe sat down on the decrepit metal platform atop the lighthouse as the world thundered around him. He felt little better than he did on the ship, but at least he did have hope.  He had the advantage that no one knew where he was; he was no longer a prisoner; he also had the same disadvantage–no one knew where he was and he was already on borrowed time.  Joe sat on the grate and watched out the window at the monster storm that was soaking up the warm water like energy and growing into the fiercest force in or on the ocean.  No shark, man or anything man built could ever match or overcome its strength.  Joe and everyone else in its path were at the mercy of mother nature and the devastation that she could bring.  The sun was never visible but Joe noticed it was getting increasing dark; he knew night was setting in.  The storm kept growing and he could hear the water as if it were slowly ascending the stairwell to get him.  How long would it take?  He didn't know if the storm would fill the lighthouse.  The way it shook with the huge gusts of wind and waves–he wasn't sure it would even stand through the storm. If he can just hold on through the night and past the storm–if tomorrow only comes, he may have hope.  Joe kept watching out the window with his back to the rotating light. Soon he saw almost nothing.  The sound was the same; the wind howled like a hungry wolf and the water sounded like a raging waterfall.  Joe closed his eyes, "please, make it to morning," he said out loud while grasping his hands together. The sounds overtook him and he kept his eyes tight. He wasn't going anywhere.  If he could only sleep, maybe he would wake up and it was all a nightmare.  The thunder smashed and rattled the lighthouse like he was in a matchbox.  He jumped back into his skin as his eyes flashed open.  Sleep would not happen, not tonight. He couldn't block this out, he had to face it.  He looked around at the inevitable black sea and sky until his sight fixed in, his head stopped and he wiped his eyes to make sure it was real.
A light dancing on the sea and it was heading right towards him.




Chapter twenty-seven







PECHUGA


"Pechuga?" 
"Si,"
"Habla Englés?"
"Yes, I speak English," replied the man who answered to Pechuga.
"My name is Billie. Gustavo told me to call you."
"Hmmm… I thought…"  the man paused.
"Gustavo, wrote the letter with your number and name?" said Billie with a hint of a question.
"Yes," replied Pechuga.
"I'm calling for him. I will put him on."  Billie pulled the phone from her ear and passed it to Silas.
"This is Silas.  Don't waste my time."
"You called me!" said Pechuga with a scowl.
"Gustavo told me to, but I doubt you want to help me.  You're probably another snake in the water."
"That saying, I recognize your voice," said Pechuga.
Silas could tell his tone had changed, and he also sounded familiar. Silas thought for a second and then he said it, "Is this Javier?"
"Yes, and this is the man who lost his boat, correct?"
"I am the same guy and I got my boat back, but now it's wrecked on a Cuban beach."
"You should stick to land," replied Javier in a light tone.
"Apparently I should, but Gustavo said you would help me?  Can you help me?"
"Can you come to me?"
"No, I am stranded.  We have a boat, but the seas are too rough."
"I will come get you?"
Silas paused a minute and took the ear from his phone.  He looked at Billie, her beautiful face so tough and yet so caring.  He looked at Darian, rough, a drifter, just like himself.  He knew they would trust his judgement, but he didn't want to be wrong again.
"Where are you?"
Silas could hear Javier on the other end of the phone asking again.  Silas held the phone near his chest. He didn't know if he should trust him.  And this time he risked Billie and Darian's lives as well as his own, but there was something about Javier; he was a good man.  He locked eyes with Billie, and she gave him an approving nod.
"Alright," Silas nodded back at Billie and Darian, and even though they didn't hear Javier, he knew they trusted him.  That was a heavy burden, but it also felt good.  He hadn't felt that in a long time.  He thanked Javier and, with Billie's help, they explained to him where they were and he agreed to pick them up.
Javier came within the hour, as it turns out they were very close to his house and he came alone by car to the nearest road.  Darian's boat stayed anchored in the harbor and all they could do was hope it made it through the storm.  The road to Javier was muddy and wet through the winding roads.  The headlight fought to cut through the heavy streams of rain on the dark empty roads.  After a short but hard drive, they made it to Javier's house, where Silas had once before spent the night.  
Javier opened the door, and Silas, Billie, and Darian followed him into his beautiful dry house.  Every inch of fabric was soaked. They got his car wet and now were dripping on the floor.  Javier headed in and grabbed towels while the other three stood in front of the stucco wall by the front door.  Esmerelda said hello and forged a fake smile.  The water bothered her, her husband's generosity bothered her, Silas bothered her and her smile barely tried to hide these facts.  Javier emerged from the room with three towels and a few pairs of shorts and t-shirts.  
"Will you find something dry for the lady to wear?" Javier asked softly of Esmerelda and she vanished into their bedroom.  
"Bathroom is over there."  he handed clothes and towels to Darian and Silas; they went to the bathroom one at a time and changed.  Esmerelda brought out sweat pants and a t-shirt for Billie and she went into the bedroom and changed.  By the time everyone had changed, Esmerelda had the whole house smelling of sweet mangoes and succulent garlic. No one knew what she was making, but it smelled out of this world.  Javier had made coffee and poured everyone a cup, and they sat at the table.  Silas felt good. He finally got to clean his wounds and, for the first time in a while, he was dry and clean.  
"So, how do you know Gustavo?" asked Javier, cradling his warm coffee between his rough fingers.
Silas couldn't help but crack a smile before he responded,
"Well, I guess he was my landlord."
He paused again with a smile.
"Then he shot me."
"My Gustavo?  No way, not my Gustavo!" Javier shook his head back and forth and wagged his finger in air the to match.
"Iguana loving, hostile owning, Gustavo from Key West?" Silas asked as he looked at Javier.
Javier drooped his head with a shake and looked down at the table. He looked back up. "I guess it is me Hombre, Gustavo."  He set his coffee down and carried on, "hard to admit at the moment, but yes, he is my little brother."
"He sent me to you because he felt bad for shooting me and for helping the Man of the Sea catch my little brother," Silas stared deep at Javier. He could see the pain that caused him to hear about his brother.
Javier sat up straight and the feet on his chair skidded on the ground, his face was long.  "Gustavo must feel bad," Javier took another sip of his coffee and swished it around in his mouth as if he were chewing it.  
"Oh, Gustavo…"  Javier sighed and took another long swallow of coffee. "He wants his big brother to pay his debts yet again I see,"  he set his coffee down on the table with a slap.  It was hard enough for Esmerelda to turn her head from the pan.  
"No tienes que ayudarlas," she spoke softly, looking at Javier only.  
He looked back at her with the same narrow focus. They were a pair and a perfect match.
"I must, es su hermano," he replied softly, still talking to her only as if no one else was there.
He kept looking at her in silence, and the others waited in the quiet.  Esmerelda bit her bottom lip and gave Javier a small nod of her nose.  He nodded back and leaned in towards Silas.
"We are going to help you, but you need to understand this.  The Man of the Sea leaves us alone. He does not harm fisherman.  We leave him alone and we don't speak of it.  That is our deal and I like it that way.  I cannot fix the world's problems, but I can help my community and this is the best way we have found.  We leave each other alone."
Silas interjected before Javier could continue, "I was a fisherman."
"You are American, and you probably got in the way," said Javier, without expression.
"He said my brother was on a ship?  Do you know about that?"
"Ese hijo de puta loco," said Esmerelda under her breath as she brought over a plate of plantains.
Silas laughed out loud for the first time, and Esmerelda even cracked a small smile as she set the plate down.  
It broke the mood and Javier also laughed. "He is a crazy fucker.  That ship it was his home, now it's a ghost ship.  It makes sense he puts people on it, to live like he had to."
"No, that doesn't make sense," Silas couldn't hold back, and he blurted it out with a mouth full of plantain.
"Not for me or you, but for him.  He has a dark, dark history on that ship…" Javier picked up a plantain and continued on, "that ship was spotted in Cuban waters today, maybe we can find it tomorrow."
"He said it sunk,"
"That ship belongs to the devil himself, it's unsinkable," said Javier with a seriousness that stung.
"Then why wait? Let's go!" Silas stood up.
"There is a hurricane coming, easy my friend," said Javier, who also stood up and put an arm on his shoulder.
"Can I buy your boat?" said Silas without a flinch.
Javier looked at him and smiled. "It's too dangerous my friend, in a few hours the eye of the storm will be here."
"Then I have a few hours. Please?" Silas said with a pain in his eyes that Javier understood.  
He knew Silas would give his life to save his brothers.  The eyes never lie and another word didn't need to be spoken.  Javier nodded and went to the door and put on his raincoat. "Esmerelda my love, we will be back.  He grabbed a few extra plastic ponchos from the closet and threw them to the others and together they headed out of the haven of the island home.  Billie and all three men walked against the vengeful wind and rain down the dock and onto Javier’s boat.  They untied and pushed away from the safety of the dock and the motors came to rumbling life on the back.  They all faced forward, fighting to stand up against the gail forces that were howling against the boat.  A knife was twisting in Billie's stomach as they sped towards what looked like hell on earth, she shouted to Javier, "why do they call you Pechuga?"




Chapter twenty-eight







AN OLD FLAME


Joe grasped the old rails of the lighthouse and boosted himself up in a hurry.  He ripped the flare out of his pocket.  It was cold and wet, but it may be his only hope.  He lit the flare. Joe's eyes lit up at the fact that something finally went right.  The hot flare burned bright in the lighthouse and Joe held it in front of the mirror in the center where the light used to be. He had hoped it would project the light to whatever boat was coming.  Fear, nor the Man of the Sea, ever crossed Joe's mind.  Despite him being the reason for all the mess, he was no match compared to the sea.  Joe knew it now. You can defeat the Man of the Sea, but you will never defeat mother ocean.  He would chance it with the boat and he would do it without the tiniest smidge of hesitation–to say he was all in was an understatement.  He cradled the flame in the mirror and the light bobbing on the sea kept coming closer.  Joe started thinking about his escape; how would he do it?  Would he jump?  Or swim back out the door?  How will he get into the heaving vessel?  He washed his mind clean.  "As long as they see me," he said aloud as he sat in the small chamber barely big enough for a man.  The lighthouse leaned and shook, each wave and wind gust shuttered it to its core, and Joe could feel it.  It felt like sitting atop a swaying tree in the wind, combined with the shrill of the feeling of ice cracking beneath your feet.  But not today. The boat was coming.  Joe was shaking with excitement, and the butterflies in his stomach lifted him to the sky.  He felt hope.  Simple, sweet, succulent hope that everyone needs, and he hadn't felt in so terribly long.  The flare still burned strong, but was beginning to falter.  Joe couldn't be sure, but it had been roughly three to five minutes since he started the flare and it completely burnt out.  The boat was still coming right for him, and they were getting close.  Joe knew they had to see him.  Now to figure out the rescue.  Joe looked back down the stairs behind him and the water level had doubled.  It was churning and inching up the steps a little further every few minutes.  Joe knew the swim back down to the door was going to be twice as long and twice as hard to see.  He kept an eye on the light and it couldn't be more than one hundred yards away.  Joe still couldn't tell how big the color, a ship, a sailboat–he had no clue, the only thing visible through the heavy rain was the light.  That heavenly, lifesaving white light.  Joe even found himself smiling as he waited for the savior in the storm. They had to be coming for him.  Then the light turned.  Joe yelled with every inch of lung, "NOOOO!"  But it didn't matter. The boat turned one hundred eighty degrees and was speeding back the other way.  Joe yelled out the small hollow window again, no light, no flare, the water slowly inching towards him and his last glimmer of hope was fading away into the night.  Joe was wet, tired, thirsty, and in the dark, but worst of all, he was once again alone with the ocean. 




Chapter twenty-nine







BRAVE THE SEA


Against better judgement and any stretch of worthwhile advice, Silas, Billie, Darian and Javier rode the waves out of the normally calm haven that was in the harbor.  The rain was like a white sheet with a deep black blanket behind it.  The streaks of electricity lit up the boat in flashes, and for the first time, they could see the fear in each other's eyes.  Billie noticed even Darian, who was the most seasoned fisherman she knew, was getting pale.  The huge swells lifted the boat like an elevator, rapidly ascending, only to plummet back down like the tower of terror.  Each time the bow went down, white water rippled over, but the trusty vessel kept popping back out of the water and ready for the next.  Javier was at the helm and his grip was so tight it almost crimped indentions into the metal wheel.  At the top of the mighty waves, visibility was slim and at the bottom, it was none.  Between each wave, fear would overtake the small vessel and not a breath was exhaled as they stared at a shear wall of water surrounded every side.  The massive waves must have been twenty feet.  If you miss timed just one wave the crew and their chariot would be forever lost, but Javier was steady.  He was a great seafarer and a leader.  He was the calmest of the crew, and it was necessary.  He put the engines to full throttle at took the waves head on, up and down.  But despite the power of both engines, they were making little ground.  The ship was spotted by the old abandoned lighthouse and that is where Javier was heading.  But his normally strong twin engine boat was reduced to half speed by the powerful current and winds blowing directly into the bow.  If they did make it, they would get to return with the wind.  Javier kept the throttle full and grip tight as they pounded the waves until they crested on top of the wave and back down.  Javier had the lighthouse coordinates in his GPS and the anticipation and fear rose the closer they got.  Javier pulled out his spotlight and handed it to Silas. You will have to try to find it by eye, but the lighthouse should be right over there.  Javier pointed his arm straight out the port side and Silas slid open the side window and clicked the spotlight on.  He scanned the water looking for the lighthouse. Even with the 6000 lumens spotlight it was hard to see.  Javier focused on the waves and Billie, Darian, and Silas scanned the ocean.   
"What's that?" said Darian, pointing a small flash of white that lit up when the light hit it.  Silas held it as steady as he could on the spot.  They looked at the radar and the white rock sat right where the lighthouse should be, but it was gone.  Nothing left, but a withered base.  Javier looked over from the helm, his words almost fell out of his mouth, "It took out the lighthouse."
A new level of fear washed over his face.  He was mortal. They all were.  This storm was strong enough to topple the lighthouse that had stood proud for seventy-five years. It was surely strong enough to engulf their lives and keep them forever.  
"We gotta turn around Silas."
Silas was still shinning the water all around, looking for any signs of the ghost ship. He was too distracted to respond.  
"Silas, we need to turn around," asserted Javier with a ghostly look towards Silas.
"What if he's out here?" shouted back Silas over the storm.
"It's not even a needle, Silas," said Darian, putting a hand on his shoulder.
"And suppose we do see the ship?  What then?” asked Javier.
"Alright," Silas put his hands up but his head down.  He didn't know how many more times he could accept defeat.  Javier waited until after the crest of the next wave and expertly turned the boat around just in time.  They headed back full throttle towards Cuba.  With the extra boost of the wind they made it back to the choppy harbor and finally to port and back to Javier's house.  Lost again, no ship, no lighthouse and no Joe – but they were all alive.




Chapter thirty







AND IT ALL FALLS DOWN


Joe was crumbling. Physically, he was weak, hungry, dehydrated, but emotionally, he was wrecked.  He wrapped his arms around his legs and watched the storm on his butt.  No lights were in the distance and the waves kept growing and as each wave grew, it shrunk a small piece of Joe.  He could hear the echoes of the blackwater coming up the stairwell.  As if every inch it came closer, it was whispering, "Come home Joe."  But that wasn't home. That was death and the only monster he was now certain to be scarier than the Man of the Sea was the ocean during a hurricane.  He knew it was a hurricane.  Not because someone told him, or the weather predicted; but rather from watching dozens of storms and this one was different, this one was evil.  Joe dropped his head and closed his eyes; thought about his parents.  He knew he would see them soon.  He thought about Silas, and how he didn't even know if he was alive or dead.  He thought about everyone he knew at one point or another.  They flashed by one at a time, like his life was a slide show in his salty, wrinkled hands.  He saw bright colors, palm trees, and his boyhood home in Maine.  Everything was surreal. He saw Lana, with that pretty flower in her hair. He sucked in with his nose, hoping to grasp the sweet flowery scent, but it wasn't there.  And then the thunder cracked louder than ever before.  It shook the tower like an earthquake rattles a hut and Joe opened his eyes.  The colors vanished and the black world reappeared.  The rain, the waves, the storm and the loneliness.  Joe stared at the horizon and at a faint white light. He wiped his eyes and looked again. Was there a light?  Then he felt another rumble of the lighthouse, only this time it didn't shake. It leaned, and it leaned so far until it plumed over into the water on its side with one great big splash.  The top of the lighthouse separated from the base.  The old worn bricks finally tore apart and the reinforcing rebar had finally given way to the years of salt and sea battery through the cracks.  Water is relentless and through the years it wore its way through every crack, slowly but relentlessly eroding the metal support until it finally gave loose.  Joe and the top half where Joe sat wrapped with his hands on his knees tumbled into the sea. 




Chapter thirty-one







THE STORM IS OVER


Through the night, Hurricane Rita ripped through the Caribbean and had a devastating impact on the coastal communities of Cuba.  The islands were rife with devastation; boats on shore, trees down, roofs missing and, worst of all, people unaccounted for.  Javier and Esmerelda were busy out in their village as soon as the storm broke.  And despite the devastation, the after-storm sunrise was magnificent.  The weather is still a little cooler that the normal stagnant heat.  The mere sight of the majestic orange sign of hope rising from the sea gave light and put smiles on the faces of the people.  Due to the shelter from the hills and harbor; Javier's village fared well.  Some lost pieces of their stucco roofs, a few downed trees that took out the power lines.  Even a few boats had sunk and a few more were beached up on the shore; but in his village so far no one had died.   
Billie, Silas and Darien woke up and found Javier busy at the neighbor's house. Palm fronds, stucco tiles, pieces of wood, trash and anything else you could think of littered the ground.  The houses built on elevation and with strong craftsmanship stood strong, but the powerful winds had done a number on a few roofs and Javier was on top of his neighbor's roof with a chainsaw cutting up a tree that had fallen.  They were cutting the girthy palm into smaller pieces to move them off the roof.
"Buenos dias!" shouted Javier, as he almost glowed in the sun on the roof.  He had no shirt on and a million-dollar smile.  His old body was still strong and there was a boyish happiness in him; Javier thrived on helping people in chaos and it was clear.  
"Buenos dias," replied Silas, stepping over the debris on the ground towards the neighbor's house.  Javier shut down the chainsaw and came down the ladder with the speed of an eighteen-year-old boy.  
"We are all accounted for here, no deaths in our village," said Javier, who was covered in sweat before seven in the morning.
"So glad to hear it.  I'd love to help stay and clean up, but I need to go back out and find that lighthouse one more time."
"I understand your need, my friend, you must go," Javier put his big hand on Silas's shoulder.  
"I will tell you; Gustavo called me last night after we got back.  He left me an urgent message but then we lost service.  I can't call him back until they fix the grid, but he's in Cuba and looking for you."
"Why is he looking for me?"
"Well, he was at my place yesterday, just before you called.  I guess he must have stayed here for the storm, or he wants a ride back to the Key's; who knows?"
"I appreciate you and your help," Silas stepped in and looked him in the eyes, "but I still don't trust him."
Javier smiled, "Once bitten, twice shy,"  he nodded and shook Silas's hand, "you must follow me to the house. I have one last thing to tell you."
The four of them walked across the roughed up tropical paradise until they got to Javier's front step.  He turned and faced them and, for the first time this morning, his smile disappeared.
"We never talk about him.  That is our deal.  He leaves us alone and we leave him alone.  We have co-existed a long time this way."
Silas just nodded and the other two listened intently as Javier struggled with whatever he was trying to say.
"This may kill me." he pulled his hat off his head and held it almost as a shield in front of him.
"I know something, and if I share it with you, I will be betraying our deal," Javier's lips dripped the words with an infinite sorrow.
"I may endanger not only me but my people here,"
Silas sighed big and put his hands on his hips. He didn't know how to respond.
"Then don't tell us,” Pipped in Billie, "If you can live with it, don't tell us,” She added with her chin and shoulders high.
"I can't live with it no more," Javier's eyes grew heavier like clouds swelling up to rain, his voice dropped in pitch, "I have looked away for too long."
Javier disappeared into the house and the other three waited silently in mystery.  They looked at each other and asked the same questions with their eyes, but no words were spoken.  
Javier reemerged with a sheet of paper in his hand. On the sheet of paper was a sloppy hand-drawn map, and a few written words.  He motioned for them to gather around and held it with both hands under the shade of his porch.  "Here is El Paraiso bay.  Some of the best fishing ground on this side of the island.  Every Wednesday, from 2:00 pm until Thursday at 2:00 pm, no fisherman is allowed there.  We have honored this for over ten years.  I don't ask what is going on and they don't tell." Javier had captured everyone's full attention.
"I hear things and I know things; sometimes even things I don't want to know," Javier sighed heavily. Each word was getting harder to speak.
"It's Friday, at least I think?" added Silas with a small laugh since he wasn't certain of the day anymore.
"That is why I tell you today.  I got a call. This never happens unless it's different.  Most criminals are predictable and even systematic. Usually their empires are well structured and deadlines adhere to, but last night and tonight they want the harbor clear.  That means it's outside of normal business and I suspect I know why."
"You have me so confused?" said Darien as he scratched his head. "What does any of this have to do with us?"
Neither Silas nor Billie contested Darien's question.
"He will be there tonight,"
He paused for a second and for the first time in the conversation he made eye contact with Silas, "The Man of the Sea will be at that harbor tonight, and that line is your way in.  You can't go by boat or by road; you have to hike in,"  Javier was pointing to the line on the map and all three were intently studying it.  
"How do you know this?" asked Silas.
"Like I said, I hear things, things I shouldn't.  And I have a huge guilt on my conscience.  The Man of the Sea has been selling and buying in this harbor under their protection for years and years,"  Javier spoke with pain. He was a man of great character and he felt he did mankind wrong by turning his eye for years.
"Thank you," said Silas as he grabbed the map. "I don't know why you help me?"
"I have felt great guilt for many years, but you are the first person I believe that can stop him."
Javier said with a firm tongue, and he poked a strong finger into Silas's chest.
Silas nodded and tried to show a fake confidence to Javier, when truth be told, he was terrified.
They took the map and Javier got them a ride back to Darien's boat, where they could assess the damage.  His boat, his home, had held strong through the storm and was still moored in the harbor.  They got out to the boat and headed for the lighthouse and maybe a chance to find the illusive ghost ship.
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After hours of searching and bumping up and down on the mellowed seas, they had found nothing.  The water was back to its beautiful blue; the sky speckled with thin fast clouds and the sun was baking everything again.  After the storm, they did pass different debris on the ocean, boards, trees and other trash floating about, blown or shaken from its respective home.  They finally came across the coordinates for the lighthouse and they throttled down.  The wreckage was sad.  What was left of the lighthouse sat just at the water level like a half cut off beer can.  The top half had tumbled into the ocean and some chunks scattered apart, but the largest part of the once majestic cylinder lay on its side and you could see it just below the surface.  The lighthouse was built on a small rock chain that was two miles from the Cuban Coast.  The rocks known as "roca de los cuatro demonios" to the locals, or "four devil rocks," were four different small rock islands just below the sea.  The lighthouse was there to mark of the danger.  The lighthouses were no longer necessary with updated navigation systems and set shipping lanes, but it still sat as a warning to the sport fisherman.  They circled it a few times and found nothing of use, no evidence of life or sign of a ship other than a circle life ring with the faded red words, "RESCATE".  After four hours of searching a large radius around the lighthouse, they decided to give up and head back to Cuba.  Maybe the man was right, the ship was gone.  Or maybe he was full of shit all along and Joe was dead.  He didn't know anymore and his ability to want to make decisions anymore was dwindling.  He thought about farming in Kansas, no ocean for miles.  But he knew that wouldn't work. Salt ran through his veins.  But he had one big decision left to make, and none of them had talked about it yet.  The ride all day had been quiet, like a ghost was in the room, and Silas knew why.  They all had a decision to make, and each of them would have to make it for themselves.  Would they risk everything and go after the Man of the Sea tonight?  Silas trusted Javier, he decided that he had to.  He could second guess it and he could be wrong as he was before, but he knew at the end of the day, eventually he would have to trust someone – and that someone was Javier, not Gustavo.  They were the same blood but Silas saw character in Javier, so his only decision tonight was does he in fact dare to square off with the devil himself?  Before they jammed the throttle to full the three of them looked at wreck that once was a proud lighthouse, someone's greatest achievement, that they boasted to their friends – I built that – it stood no more, time and fatigue took its toll and it was rubbish now.  As the three watch the crumbled structure and the sun rays dance gently against the water, hell had again become heaven and it was peaceful.  Silas said without looking away from the water, "So are we doing it?"
Billie responded without flinching a second, "We sure are."
Darian laughed and nodded his head and then he reached down.  From the side of the boat he pulled up an old circle life ring with a frayed rope.  "Looks like we got a survivor," he joked.
None of them laughed, he threw the ring back out to sea, "Maybe it can find one."




Chapter thirty-two







MISSION IMPOSSIBLE


The heat was thick, the air felt like a hot wet blanket on the skin.  The sun was bright and the sky an endless baby blue. The water soaked up the light and somehow shined even more magnificently than the sky.  Darian swatted flies from the rocking chair on Javier's porch, waving his hat back and forth.  The storm and then the heat had multiplied the insect population. While everyone else was devastated, they were thriving.  Gnats, mosquitos, flies, dragonflies; they all brought their friends.  Salt and sweat glistened under the sun's rays, Silas and Billie sat on the steps looking at the map.  The question of if they would go was never asked.  Silas's hands shook as he held the paper, little swells of water soaked into the map where his fingers gripped.  Billie wrapped her hand around his and gave it a little squeeze, then she grabbed the map from him.   
"Thanks,"
"A little nervous?" she asked with a raised eye.
"You can tell, huh?" Silas wrapped a bandana around his head to help catch the sweat.
"I am too," Billie grabbed his hand again with a firm grip.
"I'm not," said Darian as plainly as a talk about the weather.
Both Silas and Billie looked over at Darien perched back in his rocking chair.
"Bullshit," said Silas with a poking smile.
"I got nothing to lose," he replied with his feet still crossed and shoulders leaned back.
"Life," said Billie as she stood up.
"I reckon I lived enough life." Darien uncrossed his legs and sat up in the chair.
"And I haven't done anything honorable in my life, not truly honorable."
"You feed thousands of people," Silas waved a hand towards Darien in support.
"Yeah, but that's a job, and I am a dime a dozen." Darien raised to his feet and now he stood taller than Silas.  "But the chance to spare one life, maybe one young life, still full of love and hope; or an old one returning to love.  For that chance, I will risk my life and kill that bastard or die trying."
Silas stuck out his hand towards Darien. "Me too."
Darien grasped Silas's hand with a bear's strength and they locked eyes.
Billie threw her hand on top of them both. "That makes three of us."
They were in agreement. It was worth their lives to end this tonight.  To put a stop to the Man of the Sea's run of terror.  There was no debate if they trusted Javier or they were being set up again.  Silas knew he shouldn't whole heartedly trust, but he was out of options.  He had no other leads.  He could sail around the Caribbean the rest of his life and never get the chance again.  So he had to trust and even if he didn't, Billie would go without him.  They were committed and tonight, for the first time, they became the hunters. They had the upper hand and they would find, and kill the Man of the Sea.  They were waiting on the porch to talk it over with Javier one last time.  Javier had started early and worked hard. He was down for a nap in the heat of the afternoon and Esmerelda was out of the house.  Once they got back from the failed lighthouse mission, they saw Esmerelda and she asked them to wait on the porch while she went to town. Power still hadn't been restored and the house wouldn't have been any cooler, but it would have been without the bugs.  Silas didn't care, they had both done plenty and owed him nothing, but Esmerelda let her feelings show and they were cold.  He knew his good favor was only with Javier.  After a short wait in what felt like a bug jar, Javier emerged and opened the door.
"Hola, venir," said Javier, motioning them to come into the house.
They obliged, and they all sat at the table.  He fed them ripe fruits and hearty nuts, fresh orange juice and sliced mangoes.  He topped it off with afternoon coffee made on a small propane burner and the smell of the hazelnut blend swirled the house and filled their noses.  They were full for the first time in a while, and with the caffeine boost, they felt revitalized.  They talked about the plan and Javier told them anything and everything he could think of.  If there had been any doubt of sincerity, he had squashed it like a bug on the porch.  It was understood that he could not come with. In fact, he was crossing the line helping this far.  If things go wrong, or he angers the people that help him; Javier knew it wouldn't be hard for them to find out who helped the gringos.  They had been seen with him all over the village. Javier's eyes were still heavy with sleep when he started talking, but they had widened by the end.  Even though he couldn't go, he was with them. His fate also depended on theirs and he knew it.  If they failed, the Man of the Sea would come for him.  If they succeed, he thought he had enough favor with Angel, that he may look the other way if Lucky was gone.  That was the chance Javier would have to take.  After they ate, they said their goodbyes.  Even though the power was out, Javier gave them his one good flashlight, a small twenty-two revolver, and a jet-black Mossberg shotgun.  Darien carried the shotgun; Billie had the whale bone knife from the boat wreck and Silas carried the flashlight, revolver and the map.  Javier gave them a backpack and put on a gallon of water, bug spray and lighter fluid and a lighter. Silas asked him about it and he replied, "You never know what will be handy?"
The three of them set out onto the porch. Once Esmerelda pulled in, Javier would give them a ride about five miles away and from there they would have to walk, but they had to wait until she brought the car home and the sun faded.
Esmerelda got out of the car without smiling, nor greeting, but she walked over to Silas and handed him a bag and then walked past and into the house.  Silas opened the bag and turned to talk to her.  Javier stopped him with a hand. "No, she's weird about feelings. Count your blessings."
"Tell her thank you?" 
"I will, and she knows you're thankful or she wouldn't have done it."
Javiar's smile lit up big and warm as it always did and his answer was without a second thought or hesitation.  "Pechuga was my boyhood nickname, and Gustavo is the only one to call me that anymore." Javier patted his hand against Silas's back and gave him a nod.
And in the last moment, to reconsider, to pull out of a bad decision, they braved it and there would be no more second guessing.  All three of them said their goodbyes to Javier and stepped out of the car onto the lonely, dark mountain road.  




Chapter thirty-three







UP OR DOWN?


The night sky was an infinite ocean of stars.  Speckled with life and luster, the stars were glowing, flashing and streaking with a showman's zest.  Such a contrast to a few days before.  Tonight there were no clouds, but also no moon. It was the stars' time to rule the skies and they did so majestically.  Being a seafarer had advantages, Darian could read a night sky as well as any astronomer, and he always knew which direction to go.  Javier's taillights disappeared around the corner down the windy mountain pass and the world zoomed into focus.  The safe space was gone and reality set in.  Darien clicked on his light and led the way down the trail with one hand on the light and the other holding the shotgun.  His hands were so big he held it effortlessly, as most people would hold a toy gun.  He ducked and weaved down the dark, unknown trail.  Javier thought it was a two-mile hike, but he hadn't done it since he was a kid.  Javier found out about the meeting because of a request to not be on the grounds, but also the request for a new boat.  Javier helped broker the boat sale with Angel and he had long suspected Angel to be Lucky's accomplice.  Angel had his hand in many things, but this was his dirtiest and Javier could no longer turn his eye.  But Javier also wasn't willing to help, and he was already gone.  The trail was narrow and overgrown at best, Silas was sure nothing but a deer could have walked on this for a year.  They crept through the dense woods with careful and quiet steps.  Over logs and rocks and under trees and spider webs.  The road Javier dropped them off on switchbacks up and down the side of the mountain; the trail they were on or lack thereof a trail had severely overgrown.  They stepped with delicacy and talked with a whisper as they made their way down the steep cliff side.  The mountain side was covered with palms, coconut trees, underbrush and any other beautiful tropical vegetation you can think of.  But tonight it wasn't beautiful, you couldn't see it, but you could feel the dozens of spider webs strung between the shrubs, some just webs, some were home to large spiders.  The insects ruled the jungle. It buzzed with life.  Almost a non-stop, buzzing, chirping, cricking was going on and it amplified around every turn as they got closer to the water.  After maybe an hour of swatting bugs, smashing spiders and tiptoeing through the jungle, they came to the first clearing.  Darian led the way, and even he was uncertain if they had gone right.  They huddled around, and Silas pulled the map from his pocket.  Sweat gleamed on all their faces under the light as they studied the map. "If we keep going down to the water, we won't be wrong," offered Darian. 
"I agree, but I don't want to lose our advantage," replied Silas as he slapped and burst a mosquito on his cheek.  He tried looking around. The light only went so far before it was blocked by more dense jungle.  The bright beam shined against the deep green backdrop. Occasionally you could hear a rustle or catch a flash of a mammal or lizard scampering away.  "Hard to tell what the advantage is," said Darien with a dark smile.
"He doesn't know we are coming," Silas raised his brows in optimism.
"At least that's what we think," replied Darian before he clicked off the light, "we better keep the lights off from here on out."
Silas felt the slight, the doubt. Maybe Javier set them up as Gustavo had in the past.  Did he know they were coming?  Were they heading to a certain slaughter?  Silas didn't entertain it and he didn't respond. He clicked his light off and started walking down the steep jungle terrain.  They all stayed silent most of the walk, only talking to warn of danger, or agree on direction, they couldn't risk being heard.  And the tension was thick, as thick as the humid air, they could all feel it, a pit in the stomach that just keeps rolling.  There is no calming it, and there is also no ignoring it.  None of the three were past military or fighters by any trade outside of a few bar scraps, but tonight it was up to them.  There was no one to call, no backup, no police and certainly nowhere to run.  Despite the heat, a cold chill iced its way down Billie's neck and radiated down every inch of her spine. She saw a light.  She raised her hand to signal the others to stop, and they did.  The three of them peered through a break in the trees and there they had a picture-perfect view of the beach at the heart of the cove.  They stopped in their tracks, still as a sniper in complete darkness.  A small light glowed off the white sand beach and just behind it stood a run-down shack with no sides.  They were up above and could only see the light popping out from under the roof, gently lighting the surrounding vegetation.  There were two big docks that ran parallel about thirty yards apart, but only one had a boat.  In the middle of the far pier sat a mighty fishing boat, and it proudly crested up and down in the calm cove.  They watched for a few minutes and they saw nothing.  No sign of life and no movement other than the wind on the trees and the smooth waves on the beach.  Aside from the stars, the only light in sight was the small shack that sat just before the pier and they knew that was where they had to end up.  Javier had told them about a road in, but they couldn't see it, maybe too dark, or maybe it was long gone… he said he avoided this area since they started running drugs and other riff raff there.  
From the vantage point, they slowly traversed the rest of the salty hillside.  Against mosquitos so thick that they got stuck in the sweat on your skin and palm fronds so sharp they slice your ankles, they trecked through and made it to flat ground and within fifty yards of the shack.  They ducked behind a grouping of four big boulders and watched the shack intently.  The metal roof was large and underneath was half open and half closed.  Under the open half sat dozens of barrels on the sand, probably fuel barrels.  In the shack, the door was closed. They imagined they were in there.  About thirty yards in front of the rocks there were two dirt bikes parked, and you could see the overgrown two track that they came in on–there was still a road, if you knew how to find it.  They crouched behind the rocks, still quiet; they waited and they watched.  For fifteen minutes time stood still as they looked at the hut, hoping for a movement, or a surprise way out.  Like in the movies when the police pull in at the perfect moment and stop the bad guys, but not tonight.  After fifteen minutes of nothing but bullfrogs croaking and bugs dancing in the starlight, they headed for the hut.




Chapter thirty-four







SHOWDOWN


The hut was little more than a lean to extended out over a storage shed.  The three of them were snugged up to the back of the shed, listening for any sounds.  The night bugs howled, mosquitos and gnats buzzed from ear to nose, but no sounds came from inside the small shed.  Light gently gleamed around the corner from a lamp under the lean to.  They stayed in the shadow, just out of the beam of light casting around the corner.  Silas looked back at Billie and they locked eyes.  There was fear, adrenaline, and passion in her eyes.  He gave her a small nod, and she nodded back. There was no need for words.  Silas wrapped around the corner and under the lean to with his gun drawn.  Up against the wall of the shed sat a doorway with one caged light bulb glowing above it, and both sides of the door were lined with fifty-five-gallon drums–fuel drums.  Silas stopped at the door with Billie behind him and Darian stayed at the corner, gripping the shotgun.   
Silas put his hand on the doorknob and slowly turned it until the lock retracted.  He put the barrel of his gun up to the door and slowly pushed it in.  
"Come in," said a man with a big smile and a stupid hat.
"Fuck," said Silas.
"My good friend Silas, have a seat," Angel waved his hand at the seat next to him, "Oh, and tell your friends to come in with you." he still couldn't wipe off the smile.
Silas stayed standing, and he kept his gun out while being careful not to point it at Angel. He knew he would already be dead if that was Angel's intentions.
"Didn't you have one more friend?" asked Angel as he stuck his long, rigid finger towards Silas.
"Darian," shouted Silas, "come on in, they saw us."
But Darian didn't come around the corner.
Silas looked back and shouted again, "Darian–they know we are here."
"Maybe he doesn't like to talk, no bother… shut the door if you would," Angel motioned at Billie to close it and she did.
The room shrunk around them as soon as the door closed.  A kerosene lantern hung over head in the air, lighting up the room.  Right below it sat an old wooden wire spool flipped on its side as a makeshift table.  Here below the light is where Angel sat alone.  The slow swinging of the lantern made his face appear and then slip back to darkness with each swing, but Silas knew who it was all too well.  Other than the spool and four chairs, the small room housed a few wooden crates and water jugs that sat on the dirt floor and were surrounded loosely by tin walls.  Silas was amazed it withstood the storm. The jungle must have protected it as if it belonged.  
"Is he here?" Silas sat down and started into Angel's hidden eyes.
Angel crossed his arms and gave a laugh… but then he gave a nod and confirmed what Javier had said.  Silas felt his body tense and skin crawl, even though he should–he didn't fear Angel.
"Where is he?" Silas said with the same fire in his eyes and now anger in his throat.
"Settle down, cowboy, everything has a price." Angel leaned back in his chair and stroked his fingers through his goatee.  
"Enough with the dramatics. What's the price?" Billie slammed her palms on the table.
Angel looked intently and his smile went straight, "Right to the business, I like her," he pointed a finger and he showed half a grin, "one million dollars. I let you walk right down there and shoot him now."
"You'll sell out your own guy?" Silas cocked his head as he questioned.  And in that instant it was as if his years of naivety and trusting caught up in a second.  He questioned that because it was never in him to cheat people, or turn on a friend, but it hit him for the first time that he was way too trusting.
Angel leaned into the light just enough to reveal his jagged face, "you judge, but he's not my guy, and he's worn his welcome in Cuba."
Silas stared into the darkness. There was an empty void behind Angel's eyes but he couldn't read it… was he sincere? Was it another set-up?  Silas's head started to spin. Maybe paradise was too complex for a guy from the north.  Silas put his hands over his eyes and rubbed his face. This was the first time he took his guard down in the small shack.
"I'll pay you a million dollars, but it's not like I am carrying cash with me," Billie chimed in without a stutter as she leaned under the light so Angel could see the truth in her face.
"Maybe I will let you go get it. We wait here," he put his palms up in the air and kept his face just out of the light.
"He'll be gone… won't he?" said Billie, slamming a hand on the table.
"Maybe, or maybe not," he put his palms up again, but this time let out a deep chuckle from the depths of his belly.
"Your stalling, just playing games." Silas stood up and raised his gun at Angel.
Angel put his hands up, "Here we go again," his head still hid just behind the cone of light, but Silas could see it shaking back and forth.
"I don't want to shoot you Angel, but I just made my decision that I will shoot you if you try to stand between me and the Man of the Sea."
"If you shoot me Silas, you will be dead before you make it out of this shack," he spoke with a spit and his lips cut sharp and he put his face right in the light.
Silas held the gun steady and Angel stared right down the barrel, neither man flinching.
Then a loud gunshot went off, and it rattled the small tin hut. Angel didn't flinch or move a muscle.  Silas swiveled his head around and took his eyes right back to Angel. "It sounds like they found your other friend." Angel's lips went wide and his slender cheeks rose, exposing his white fang-like teeth.  "Or he found them," Silas asserted right back as he inched the barrel closer.
"Maybe you pull the trigger and find out cowboy" Angel finally he leaned back in his chair and he dripped a confidence that Silas couldn't figure out.
"We are just talking in circles. We need to find him." Billie stood up and gave Silas a look.  But Silas was stuck. Why did Angel stop him… what was his goal… he could have just killed us?  His mind was running every scenario, and it made him start to question Javier again…
Silas poked the gun right in Angel's chest, "Why are you fucking with us?  You want the money, but he will be gone… but yet you wanted us to find you?"  
Angel leaned back further from the barrel of the gun and crossed his arms and didn't say a word. He just bit his lip and smirked.
"That's it," he shook his head, "you are just fucking with us." he thought about it and it wasn't an elaborate plan. They surprised them and now Angel was stalling.
He raised his boot and kicked the makeshift wooden table into Angel, knocking him back in his chair and against the tin wall.  He turned and whipped open the door, and none too soon.  He looked out and he could hear the engine bubbling in the water at the end of the dock. Angel was just distracting them and the Man of the Sea was about to make his getaway.  Both Silas and Billie ran out of the tin shack and under the glowing palms across the sand and to the rickety pier that stretched way out into the deep water of the bay.  Silas leaped four or five planks in each bound as he and Billie ran full speed in the moonlight.  The glowing lights of the boat just lit up the dark silhouette moving around the back deck.  Then the shadow would move back towards the front and disappear into the night.  The running lights were on and the engine clunked into drive.  Silas ran faster than he had ever run before, just ten yards away, his arms and legs pumping beyond their limit… 
Silas heard the clunk as the motor shifted from neutral to drive.  The engine roared, and the water raged out into a giant ripple against the wooden dock as the boat lunged forward.  Silas was just feet away and he was committed.  With his momentum he didn't hesitate or flinch a second, he just launched with every last ounce of muscle in his legs and leaped off the pier for the back of the boat that was speeding away.  But he missed and he splashed down into the water. His head popped out of the water and all he could do was watch as the boat slowly bounced away under the starlight.  He looked back at the dock for Billie and there was no sight of her, he turned his head back to the boat and there he saw her clinching onto the back of the boat and heading towards the moon – she made the jump.  He wiped the salt off his eyelids and watched helplessly as Billie sped away alone and into the dark night with The Man of the Sea.




Chapter thirty-five







SPEED AWAY


Lucky was almost showboating his way out of the harbor at a slow, tantalizing speed, staring back to the dock as he strolled towards open water.  The slow speed was good for Billie, who was clinched onto the ladder on the back of the boat. She didn't have a gun, but she did have the whale bone knife tucked in her belt.  Her life hung by her grip, and fear kept her there.  She didn't know if Lucky saw her or felt her jump on the boat, but she knew she had to try to stay unseen.  She wrapped her left arm around the ladder and clinched the knife with her right.  She hadn't looked back, just up, waiting for the face of the devil to appear over her head.  But as they puttered further away from the pier, it didn't.  Maybe I am in the clear.  
Billie clinched the whale bone knife between her teeth and she climbed up the ladder, gently peeking her eyes just above the stern wall. There he was. The boat was dark except the running lights and clutched at the helm was the Man of the Sea.  Billie knew it was her chance. Lucky was oblivious and despite being a monster, he was obeying the rules of the waterways and not throwing a wake. Billie thought that odd of a man who seemed to play by no rules.  She knew her chance was now; she had to kill him.  Billie looked back over her shoulder and saw Silas.
Silas stood on the dock and watched out as she strolled away with the Man of the Sea.  He was worried and in that split second, he realized, for the first time in years, that she made him want to live.  He didn't want to die today, but even more he didn't want her to die today, but he felt the tremble in his hands and the beat in his heart, and he knew that she felt the same.  He watched in full realization that she had to kill Lucky or try until the very last pump was in her chest.
Billie still hung on the ladder and she knew she had to surprise him; so she would rush him and throw him off guard.  With the knife viced between her teeth, she reached over and opened the back door of the fishing boat and swung it in.  Without hesitation, she immediately strafed along the back rail and into the door. As soon as both feet hit firm on the deck, she grabbed the knife from her mouth and charged at Lucky like a bull after the matador.  In the three lunges it took to reach Lucky, the last year of anger and hatred cloaked over Billie like the devil himself.  She drew the knife above her head and as she reached Lucky, she cast it down with every last ounce of her pent-up rage.  Whether he heard her feet shuffling on the floor, the squiggle of wet clothes or just felt her presence, Lucky turned around and faced her as the dagger was crashing down.  Billie sunk the whale boned knife deep into Lucky's chest and she let out the cry of a thousand warriors, while Lucky let out a single gurgle.  If he did have a heart, the knife was buried deep into it.  Lucky clinched at his chest and his black eyes pierced through Billie's.  There was no pain in his eyes, no shame either–soulless.  Billie felt a pain in her stomach and she looked down to see she was bleeding and there was a knife sticking out.  A tingle shot through her body like electricity. She didn't feel it when it went in, but seeing reality set in, they stabbed each other.  Billie gripped her stomach in shock as she stood a foot from the devil.  They stood still, locked in a stare at each other as the boat slowly motored out of the harbor.  Lucky was gasping for air when he reached both his hands around the knife that stuck out the center of his chest.  With one great heave, he pulled the dagger out and blood, red blood, squirted from the gash.  Lucky collapsed backwards, landing on the wheel and when he did his arm slammed the throttle to full.  The giant boat lunged out of the water as the engines screamed in an instant.  Lucky slumped down on the floor of the boat with what little color and life his face still possessed.  Billie was hurled off her feet and smashed into the back wall of the boat.  She screamed as she smashed the wall and the knife dug deeper into her stomach.  The boat screamed ahead and a huge wave trailed in the water behind.  Billie pulled herself up and peered her head over the back wall of the boat.  All she could see was a faint light from the dock, and it was fading out of view by the second.  She glanced back at Lucky and she saw a flash of metal.  His bloody hand was shaking as it wrapped around the pistol grip.  His arm bouncing as he lay on the floor, trying to find the strength to raise it and shoot her.  A split second, a life-or-death decision in a split second.  No time to think, it comes down to natural reaction, fight or flee.  Billie was not a fighter, she was not a killer, but sometimes we have to become what we are not.  Lucky slowly steadied his hand, blood dripping off his knuckles and his teeth clinched with fury.  He raised the barrel until it was almost pointed at her.  Without another second of hesitation, Billie heaved herself over the back wall of the boat and smashed into the wake behind.  
No gunshot ever rang, and the boat kept full speed.  Billie came above water and gasped for air and she let out a cry of agony as the ocean salt coated her wound.  She floated the best she could, just managing to keep her head above water.  The blood from her stomach was like bacon in the water for the predators of the night, but she couldn't add that to the worries until it happened.  She watched as the big boat left the harbor full steam. She could see the lights bouncing up and down until they disappeared into the ocean.  Billie felt her blinks getting heavy, or maybe it was the seawater splashed in her eyes.  As she struggled to live in the remote Cuban harbor, all she could think was she didn't mind dying…as long as she killed that piece of shit Lucky first.




Chapter thirty-six







WATERLOGGED


Billie came to in a familiar room. Her stomach hurt, but it was carefully bandaged, and the knife was removed.  The day light danced brightly through the window, palms swayed and a gentle breeze crept in through the screen.  She sat up in the bed and it all started coming back to her.  The last thing she remembered was floating in the harbor, and now she knew someone must have saved her life.  She knew the room; it was comfortable and she could smell the cooking from the kitchen- she was at Javier's house again.   
"You're lucky, it didn't penetrate too deep,"
Billie looked over and saw Silas with a big smile, not faked, a genuinely adoring smile.  The sun kissed off her red hair, making it almost glow like an angel.  She was the best sight he had seen in as long as he could remember.  He felt like a failure. He didn't know if she killed the Man of the Sea. He didn't find his brother, but her smile made him feel again.
"Thanks for saving my life," she looked up at him from the bed.
"I think I still owe you one," he came over and sat down next to her on the bed.
"You could add that to your business card, scuba diver, treasure hunter, life saver…" she tried to laugh, but it made the cut in her stomach feel like it would burst. She tried to swallow the pain.
Silas didn't miss it. He tenderly rubbed his fingers across the wrap on her stomach.
He looked over at her and caught her eyes.  There was a want, and he could feel it. He thought about leaning in and kissing her, but he didn't.
"Hey what's up!"  Javier came into the room with a smile almost as warm as Billie's.
He broke eye contact with Billie to acknowledge Javier. "Thanks for everything, Javier, we owe you our lives."
"Nonsense, nonsense, you owe me nothing, you are hero's–the woman who slayed the devil!"  Javier leaned on the doorway. They could tell he wanted to hear the whole story.  "Oh, but maybe one thing," Javier's lips tightened, "Gustavo is wearing me out," his hands were waving in the air, "he's called ten times today already … please, I beg you, hear him out."  Javier folded his hands together as if it were a prayer for Silas.
Silas scratched his head long and hard before finally giving an answer, "Fine, when I get back to the Keys, I will sit down with him—but only for you Javier."
Javier nodded. "Not as good as today so he quits calling, but I will take it."
Just as the calm of the tropics, the smell of plantains on the stove, the bright vibrant colors, Billie was almost at ease for once… then it hit her like a truck. 
"Wait, where's Darian?"  She grabbed her stomach as she rose to her feet.
Silas put her hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry, he is here," he said with a soft reassuring voice.
She sighed relief, "Thank god, I couldn't stand losing anyone else."
"Angel ran for it. We think he was alone out there. Darian and I plucked you from the water and came right here."
"Who was shooting outside the hut?"
"I got spooked by a big damn iguana," Darian said with a half smile of embarrassment.
Billie smiled back at him, "I bet you scared him worse."
Darian nodded to her, "he lived, and I bet his breakfast tasted good today."
"So will ours," said Javier as he walked through the doorway with a tray of food for her.
They had breakfast and Billie talked about what happened on the boat. She admitted she didn't know if Lucky, The Man of the Sea, the Devil, whatever the hell else you want to call him, was alive or dead.  She knew he stabbed him good and deep, but can you kill the devil? She wondered how many before them had thought they killed him, or got away, only to find out later they were wrong.  Silas realized now that Angel was a nobody, just an opportunist that was always trying to make a buck… he was done worrying about him and the Man of the Sea.
By mid-morning, the humid tropic air was stagnant and sticking to the skin.  Billie, Darian and Silas said goodbye to Javier and Esmerelda, and Silas promised to hear Gustavo out and in return Javier would keep an eye and ear out for the ghost ship or if anyone hears from the Man of the Sea again.  
The ride back to Key West was long.  All three had felt as if they went to hell and back.  Between chasing ghost ships, scavenging a crumbled lighthouse, and going head-to-head with the devil on his playground, Silas couldn't help but feel like maybe they did win a little.  They were all still alive. Maybe, just maybe, Lucky was dead, and for once he thought he could begin to let go of Joe.  He didn't know where else he could look, even if he spent every waking moment for the rest of his life on the sea—he may never see that ship… and even if he did, was Joe really there?  Silas looked over at Darian, who was at the helm, his rugged face, scruffy beard, dirty fingernails and zero social skills, but he had a heart like a hammer.  He knew they would be friends, forever bonded in what this life at sea had taken from them.  Silas didn't care that Darian didn't talk much. He saw his heart and soul and it was good.  He looked at the front seat where Billie sat in a daze, her eyes focused on the waves, but her mind was somewhere else.  He could see she was lost in something; memories, maybe her husband, maybe the shame of surviving, or maybe it was happy, a new chapter on the horizon – he hoped it was happy.  The ride was long and quiet, and it never felt better to be back in Key West.




Chapter thirty-seven







SAY IT AIN’T SO GUSTAVO


Silas stepped off the boat and the old pine wood planks that made up the deck never felt so good.  The coconuts were swaying. Bright colors lined the streets, smiles on the faces of the people passing by.  A giant green iguana was soaking up the tropic sun, watching them as they disembarked.   
"Are you smiling?" Billie looked to Silas in disbelief.  Usually his forehead was scrunched up and face twisted with worry, but not today. He looked happy.
"Good to be home, I guess," and as soon as he finished the sentence, the smile disappeared.
"Silas!  Silas!" a short fat man was frantically waving his arms and yelling by the street and he knew right away it was Gustavo.
"Fuck, already with this guy…"  
Silas shook his head, but they kept walking and Gustavo kept waiting outside the gate in a constant state of motion.  He was pacing back and forth, waving his arms… through the fence they almost thought he looked like the bear at the zoo walking in circles.
"Silas, so glad you're here buddy." Gustavo was so excited he almost wiggled as he talked a million miles an hour.
"I didn't know if you'd make it, but please, I am so sorry for everything…"  
Gustavo reached out and grabbed Silas's hand and cupped it between his as he pleaded with him.
"Believe me, I never wanted to hurt you…  I got into some bad business and it's no excuse, but I was losing the hotel and everything…"
Silas shook his head and pulled his hand away.
"No, please hear me out… Emory said if I made sure he never saw you again, he would erase my debt…"  Gustavo pleaded with his whole heart. His eyes grew big and puffy as he started struggling to get the words out…
"And Silas, he threatened my daughter…" big drops formed in his eyes and he sniffled a bit.
"That morning of the island, he said if I didn't do it that she would disappear… and I didn't know what to do."
He finally hung his head in shame, like a dog just scolded or a kid awaiting their punishment.
"I forgive you, Gustavo" he put a hand on his shoulder and gave a squeeze.  Gustavo sniffled and looked up with a smile.
"That means a lot, Silas." before Silas could react, Gustavo stepped in and gave him a big two arm hug.
"Okay, okay," said Silas as he pushed him off, "I'm gonna head home, Gustavo, but thanks for explaining."
Silas wiggled the rest of the way out of the squeeze and started high stepping as fast as he could before he got sucked back into the conversation.  
Gustavo got in his car and the other three crossed the crowded street and started the walk home.
"Do you really forgive him?" asked Darian.
"It's easier" as bad as he wanted to elaborate, he didn't or couldn't.  He could never trust Gustavo and they would never be friends; maybe he forgave him or maybe it was just easier to say it so he would finally leave him alone.
As they reached the intersection, a chicken hobbled past, just missing the tire of a car that came whipping up.
"Hey Silas, one more thing…"  it was Gustavo, and he rolled the window down.
Silas turned around and looked back at him with a little nod of the head as to say go ahead.
"JOE IS ALIVE," Gustavo screamed out the window and then broke into a hyenas laughter before speeding away…




Chapter thirty-eight







DREDGING THE PAST


"That piece of shit," Silas was mad, his veins bulging. If he had hair, it would be on end.   
"Why, he tells me this heart felt apology…  then he fucks with me!"  
He was getting more upset with each block they walked.  Billie and Darian stayed quiet. The energy was low, it was low and happy, but now just low.  And just when Silas was going to get a hot shower, close the door and start a new chapter, he gets a new bread crumb from an old rat.  
After a four-block walk through the crowd and the salty caribbean heat, they finally made it to Billie's oasis.  The house was surrounded by thick elephant ears, swinging coconuts, bamboo trees and flocks of birds of paradise… it was heavenly and air-conditioned inside.  They tromped up the steps on the back deck.  Silas kept spouting off, "When I see that dumpy little prick again, I am gonna black his eye."
"Maybe it's good, Silas, maybe he is alive?"  Billie glanced over her shoulder at him.  This was her first attempt to diffuse him. She knew what he felt, but she could try to encourage optimism over anger.  But she was confused too. Why would he apologize and then shout that and just drive off? The more she thought about it, the more it made her angry.  
Silas stopped halfway up the steps. "I'm going to go find Gustavo and beat the answers out of him.  Silas clinched his fists tight and gritted his teeth together.
Billie turned around and took a deep inhale and exhale, "Silas please, let's get food, shower, rest… we can make a plan,"  she pleaded with her eyes.
"You don't have to come with," he dropped his head. He didn't want to look her in the eye.
"I want to know if he's alive too, Silas, but we have to take care of ourselves." She gently put a hand on each of his shoulders.
"If who's alive?"
Darian, Billie, and Silas looked up to the top of the wooden steps and there he stood.  His dark matted hair hung over his shoulders and his lips hid behind a long beard.  His shirt was faded and torn, what was left of his pants was shreds.  Billie and Darian we're startled by the homeless looking man who was inhabiting the porch, but not Silas.  He knew right away, and he charged up the stairs past the other two and wrapped his malnourished, decrepit little brother in his arms and lifted him to the sky. 
"JOE, you are alive!" tears rolled down his face, months or anguish and wonder left his skin.  His brother was here, in the flesh and alive.  After a long, firm hug, Silas let him out of the bear grip. They looked at each other for a moment, both nearly unrecognizable from a year ago.  They looked as if they had both aged a lifetime, and never had learned about a shave or a shower, but they survived.  They carried on in the house and Joe told of all his adventures… he had never met Billie before, or had even heard of her before that day.  It was strange really that she could be so invested and so connected to someone she had never met.  But she was. She had vested hundreds of hours searching for him and she certainly cried tears of joy when she saw him on the top step.  The stories were endless and Silas told Joe about Gustavo, the island, and getting shot, but he could do it now without spit or scorn in his voice; he had truly forgiven him.  Joe found it unbelievable that Gustavo could do those things on the island… he said if it was from anyone but Silas, he flat out wouldn't believe it; especially since it was Gustavo who saved his life.  How after the lighthouse crumbled into the sea, he managed to hang onto the remaining base until he saw a boat.  
"That boat was Gustavo, and he saw my last signal light from the lighthouse… and the boat circled around twice but couldn't get close enough in the monster swells…"  Joe rubbed his throat as if to get the horse out.
"It was the bravest thing I've ever seen, that tiny boat just getting tossed around like a toy in the tub.  But he didn't quit. He let a tube out on a rope and slowed down just enough as it went by…  I jumped and held on for dear life."  Joe sucked hard through his nose as he fought back the feelings.  
"I owe my life to Gustavo."
"I guess I do too. I know he shot you, but I got off that island because he brought a boat there," Billie put a hand on Silas's leg with a playful squeeze.
There was no welcome home party for Joe.  Outside of Silas and Lana, nobody would have even missed him.  If it weren't for the unwillingness to stop by his older brother and his friends, he would have never been found.  Would he be alive today?  If he were never seen again, would anyone but Silas have cared?  Joe felt touched because he realized what the love of one person can transpire to, one soul that will not accept defeat.  The people and things they can impact.  When Joe disappeared, he had nearly no friends, a girl he was dating and his big brother.  Yet these people he barely knew, Billie, Darian, Javier, Gustavo, they all risked something for him, they all showed him a love, and that love grew from his brothers love and for the first time in a long time Joe felt home.  He felt he belonged. He had a tribe worth fighting for, perhaps even a family again.  As they sat on the deck all night telling the stories of the last year.  The sun faded and stars came out; the tiki torches lit up, and they enjoyed drinks, smiles and the easiest night any of them could remember.  The party was just Darian, Billie, Silas and Joe, the misfits, the ones with no one, but they had each other and they took down the most prolific serial killer in all the Caribbean.  Before everyone got hunched from the punch, Joe stood and made a toast.  He looked clean, new clothes. He shaved his face and his face was again capable of a smile. 
"A toast to all of you here, and to all of those that didn't make it." it was short and sweet, like Joe.
"Nice toast," came the voice from the stairs. It was well recognized, Gustavo.
"Come up Gustavo," replied Joe with a huge smile and he went over for an over friendly alcohol induced hug.
"You look great, kid," said Gustavo as he glared at Joe's face. "Someone wants to see you."
Gustavo stepped to the side, and Lana stepped up behind him.  Joe's heart skipped a beat, her hair long and waving in the gentle breeze, the succulent smell of her coconut perfume, the little black dress…  it was Lana and Joe was still as taken by her as he was the first time.
"You're a sight for sore eyes." Joe stared into her shadowy eyes.
"I didn't know that you'd want to see me." she swiped the hair from her cheek.
Joe bit his lip a bit. "I'll always want to see you."
No more than he finished the sentence, she jumped into his arms and he wrapped her firmly in his.  Their lips locked, and with it flowed their passion, the pent-up tension left and with that one very kiss they could feel the other's intentions; they both cared for each other.  Silas stood up and watched his little brother like a proud dad. He always felt it was his job to look after him and tonight would be the first night he could rest easy in a very long time.  Joe and Lana were reunited, and that kiss was the first of many.  
Silas went over to Gustavo and put his hand out, "thank you."  He squeezed firm, and he meant it, maybe Gustavo did deserve a second chance. "Thank you for accepting my apology, Silas… I made a mistake, but I tried to make up for it." Gustavo gave a shrug of his shoulders and hung his head a little.
"How did you find him?" Silas asked as kept his grip firm.
"I heard about the ghost ship in Cuba, I was looking for it and the storm was getting bad.  I saw the lighthouse flash and I turned around."
Gustavo pulled his hand back from Silas's and was waving them both as he talked as he had everyones attention.
"No more than I tied off the boat, it hit me.  That lighthouse was decommissioned years ago, why was there a light?  I couldn't let it go, so I went back out there and that is when I found Joe," he dropped his hands at his sides when he finished
"You more than redeemed yourself, Gustavo.  In fact, you are the first person who has ever earned my trust back."
"Thanks." Gustavo's eyes got puffy, and he wrapped his chubby arms around Silas.  In an instant he could feel and see how important it was to Gustavo to wrong his right… and Silas was glad that he got too.  People seldom get a chance at redemption, but Gustavo sure earned his.  Silas looked at his little brother, who was back to being consumed by the beautiful Lana. His only two friends on the island, Darian and Gustavo, were cutting up on the back deck, then he looked over and saw Billie.  She just sat in the chair quietly, always taking it all in.  She was the true hero, so pure, so selfless.  She never needed to be the center of attention. She always put others first and that smile…  Silas watched her as she always had her lips turned up at the ends in the most beautiful way, like a little smirk full of mischief.  He couldn't get enough, but he couldn't look away and she caught him staring.  Silas leaned on the deck rail with the palms tickling his shoulders and the stars dancing above. He was so locked in on Billie that even when she caught him staring, he didn't look away, he just smiled.  Her smirk turned to pure bliss in her face and Silas could feel it. He wasn't always great at picking up signals, but she put out a banner.  He knew Billie cared for him and he cared for her.  Billie got up and walked over. "Why are you so smiley," she said with a playful tone.
"You," he responded with one short word.
Billie blushed, "Aren't you sweet,"
Silas sipped his beer and set it down on the wooden railing, "It's true… I thought about all the things that have happened to me, or for me in the last year and hands down there is one thing above all else."
She was intrigued. She leaned in and spoke softly, "And what's that?"
"You are by far the best thing that happened to me in a long time, and I just realized how truly lucky I am."
Billie was speechless. She held her breath for a second.  Silas was never direct like that, but she liked it.  Before she could respond, he wrapped her in his arms and gave her a kiss under the moonlight, and she wrapped her arms around his head and kissed him back.


THE END






THANK YOU


Thank you for reading my story.  I always enjoy reading books that move fast and the pages turn without realization.  I hope that is what this book was for you.  If you enjoyed the book, I always love if you take the time to leave a review, it helps other readers find it.   
Cheers to you and happy reading.
Nathan Kippley
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